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Introduction to Transpersonal Psychology

Introduction to Transpersonal Psychology: Bridging Spirit and Science provides an accessible and engaging introduction to this complex and evolving field. Adopting a modular approach, the book systematically relates key themes of Transpersonal Psychology to three major areas within psychology: general psychology, experimental psychology, and clinical psychology.

Covering a wide range of topics including transpersonal states of consciousness, biological foundations, research methods, and cognition, the book also features extensive discussion of transpersonal theorists and the impact of their work on our understanding of psychological concepts. The book also introduces contemporary developments in the field and anticipates future advances such as feminist perspectives and cross-cultural approaches alongside practical experiments designed to give transpersonal theories and concepts psychological roots. A critical evaluation of both mainstream and transpersonal theories and research is applied throughout to foster analytical skills and encourage critical and scientific thinking about humanity’s nature as spiritual creatures and ways to educate for personal and social transformation.

Accompanied by an online instructor’s manual, this book will be an essential companion for all students of Transpersonal or Humanistic Psychology, or those interested in applying transpersonal ideas to mainstream psychological research.

Paul F. Cunningham, PhD is Emeritus Professor of Psychology at Rivier University. His research interests include transpersonal studies, transpersonal education and spirituality in higher education, paranormal (psi) phenomena, and the experimental psychology of the subconscious. His research also encompasses student outcomes assessment and institutional effectiveness, the use of animals in research, and student choice policies in the psychology classroom.
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Transpersonal anthropologist Gregg Lahood once observed “it is important to reveal one’s own experience when writing about matters transpersonal [because] participation and representation (autobiography) must be central to the construction of transpersonal knowledge” (Lahood, 2014, p. 208). Examples of evidential experiences by transpersonal authors include Stanislav Grof’s (2006) engagement with nonordinary realities, Christopher Bache’s (2000a) nonordinary states of consciousness catalyzed through the supervised use of psychedelics, Jorge Ferrer’s (2014) shared visionary event, Wilber’s (1999a) interior meditative life, Gregg Lahood’s (2014) encounter with the Angel Holy Spirit, William Braud’s (2001) tears of wonder-joy, and Rosemarie Anderson’s (1996) spontaneous Sacred Weeping.

In books written about Transpersonal Psychology (capitalized in order to emphasize its distinctiveness as a subdiscipline within psychology), it is helpful to provide an account of those epiphanic experiences that provide the basic firm groundwork for one’s understanding of the field. Such experiences give rise to stories we tell others that become part of our sacred memories, and which bear within itself the stamp of its source. These sacred memories can turn into a personal mythology that, in the words of David Feinstein and Stanley Krippner (1988), not only “structures our awareness and point us in the direction that becomes our path” but also reflects the person’s “evolving construction of inner reality” (pp. xi–xii). In the present case, it is a sacred story that carries the spirit forward and in retrospect reveals the classic stages of the mythic adventure of the Hero in its re-telling (Campbell, 1970 [1949]).


I. A Sacred Story

My Hero’s Journey and first conscious encounter with the transpersonal occurred in 1970 during the spring semester of my junior year at a small Roman Catholic college seminary in Rhode Island. I was 20 years old and studying to become a diocesan priest. Ever since I can remember I have had a burning desire to understand the true nature of Reality (capital R) and humanity’s proper relationship to spiritual reality and to the rest of creation. I thought I had discovered those Truths (capital T) that year in my academic studies of Darwinian anthropology, Freudian psychology, Biblical religion, Existential philosophy, and physical science.





Departure





What I Learned


I learned in my anthropology course about Charles Darwin who spent over half his life proving the validity of his theory of evolution. Generations of scientists since have viewed the natural world through its light, taking Darwinian theories for granted as being a literal interpretation of the origins of species, and attempting to make human nature conform to the picture of evolution as Darwin conceived it. Certainly, Darwin’s considerable achievement in classifying the different species and in describing their natural selection by an impersonal environment is an entirely true and objective representation of the natural world.

I learned in my psychology course about Sigmund Freud who conceived such a comprehensive system of psychology that it seemed to account for everything about human experience and behavior. Such an all-inclusive and internally consistent theory must be true, I thought, because it possessed such sweeping explanatory power. I learned in my philosophy course about Existential thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus who were committed to engaging the painful realities of aloneness and death exactly as they are and refused to gloss over suffering or arbitrarily pretend that life was inherently meaningful. Such a demand for authenticity, freedom, and autonomy must certainly be true and the correct defense against delusion and self-deception.

I learned in my physical science course that science, too, seemed committed to engaging reality exactly as it is. Objective, empirical science must certainly be the final arbiter of what is true and real. I learned in my religion course about the Old Testament God Jehovah and about Jesus Christ, the Son of the only God, who declared that His was the Way, the Truth, and the Life. The Holy Scriptures and the theological doctrines and dogmas of His Church must certainly be divinely true if His Holy Spirit inspired them.

When I attempted to integrate these diverse beliefs into a single coherent framework, however, I became filled with feelings of tension and conflict, stress and strain, for how could they all be true? As I examined in more detail the implications of the course material that I was learning, I gradually began to lose a sense of my own worth and purpose.




What I Came to Believe


My course in Darwinian theory disclosed our species to be a creature whose nature was amoral because there are no standards of right or wrong as anything goes for survival’s sake. Tainted with brutish and destructive impulses, I was the member of a greedy and predatory species, a murderer at heart and nature’s despoiler, and the victim of an indifferent Nature that brought meaningless death. In the Darwinian world, nature cares little for the individual, only for the species. The species itself appeared to have no reason except a mindless determination to exist by reproducing itself. The attainment of adulthood had little purpose except to insure the further existence of the species through procreation. There is no possibility of spiritual survival as far as evolutionary theory was concerned because Darwinian man and woman were not created with a soul. All psychological activity is scaled down in between life and death. Death becomes an affront to life and comes to imply a certain kind of weakness, for is it not said that only the strong survive? I became separate from nature and in competition with all other creatures in an endless struggle for survival.

My course in Freudian psychology taught me that my unconscious contained little more than a garbage heap of undesirable impulses, long ago discarded by civilization. That aspect of myself was devious, capable of the most insidious subconscious fraud, and filled with savage rage and infantile impulses that I could not trust, no matter what I told myself. The spontaneous self, the impulsive portion of my nature, became most suspect, since in my spontaneous acts I unwittingly reveal not my basic goodness, but the hidden shoddiness of my desires. Slips of the tongue and dreams betrayed the inner self’s hidden nefarious motives. Programmed and conditioned from childhood to fail or succeed, the heights and depths of each person’s soul were the result of infantile behavior patterns that rigidly controlled us for a lifetime.

These Darwinian and Freudian ideas were reinforced in my Old Testament Bible studies. Given the earth as living grounds by a capricious and vengeful God who would one day destroy the world, I came to believe that our species was bound for ultimate tragedy and extinction. Born blighted by original sin, created imperfect by a perfect God who then punished me for my imperfections, and who would send me to hell if I did not adore Him, I came to see myself as an innately flawed and sinful self, a creature bound to do wrong regardless of any strong good intent. Being the member of a species of sinners, contaminated by original sin even before birth, innately driven by evil, and sometimes demonic, forces that must be kept in check by good works, prayer, and penance, I came to distrust my inner self and to fear my own spontaneity. How could I be “good” when my self was “bad”? The conditions of life and illness were seen as punishment sent by God upon his erring creatures, or as a trial to be borne stoically. Life was indeed a valley of sorrows.

My course in Existential philosophy was a variation upon the theme. It convinced me that life was an unpleasant and inherently meaningless condition of existence from which release was welcomely sought. Life was replete with guilt, pain, suffering, and death. One is born alone and dies alone. There is no escape from this condition of isolation for the self who perceives the universe and everyone else as “not-self” and “other” (“Hell is other people”). Jean Paul Sartre’s novels, Nausea and No Exit, ultimately persuaded me that I was born without reason because “existence precedes essence” and nothing is pre-given, that I prolong myself out of weakness because I do not have the courage to commit suicide, and that I will die by chance in an ultimately meaningless universe.

Belief in God and in an afterlife may serve as a consolation to an ego that is faced with the threat of nonexistence, but I must not deceive myself. The isolated self is eventually overcome by death. The skull always grins at the banquet of life. Everyone dies; everything gained must eventually be relinquished. Nothing lasts; everything changes. Eventually I must confront the threat of my own extinction and refuse to pretend that things can get better. Try as I may to create meaning through my individual actions, even the most heroic actions cannot overcome feelings of existential dread and ontological anxiety. Love itself is only a romantic illusion. Resembling a character in one of Luigi Pirandello’s novels and an actor in one of Samuel Beckett’s plays, I was a personality in search of an author waiting for a Godot who would never arrive.

My physical science course had the most impact of all. Science led me to suppose that my exquisite self-consciousness and life itself was nothing more than an accidental byproduct and chance conglomerate of lifeless chemical elements, mindlessly coming together into an existence that was bound to end. Consciousness was the result of a brain that was itself nothing but an overly complicated mechanism that only happened to come into existence by chance and has no reality outside of that structure. The emotions of love and joy, the virtues of kindness and generosity, all thoughts and wisdom, religious sentiments, and consciousness itself were merely epiphenomena of the erratic activity of neural firings, hormones, and neurotransmitters. The self is simply the accidental personification of the body’s biological mechanisms in an uncaring and mechanical universe that was itself accidentally created. Feelings of conscious choice were only reflections of subconscious automatisms and brain state activity at any given time.

Projecting these ideas outward upon Nature, the other-than-human animal world appeared equally explainable, dangerous, and threatening. Given to humans to do with as we wished by a speciestic God, animals were in a “natural” subordinate position to humans in the Great Chain of Being. Lifted up above the beasts at the pinnacle end of a great evolutionary scale, only humans possessed consciousness and self-consciousness, intellect and imagination, emotion and free will, and the dignity of a spiritual life. Being creatures literally without a center of meaning, animals were to be regarded simply as physical objects, like rocks and stars, blind alike to pain or desire and without intrinsic worth or value and whose existence could have no higher meaning or purpose than to serve as a resource for human use. The sacrifice of millions of animal lives as foodstuffs and in scientific experiments that would be unethical if conducted on human beings became justified if it were for the genetic betterment of Man and a means toward the goal of protecting the sacredness of human life and survival of the human species, regardless of the consequences.






Separation





Becoming the Self That I Thought I Was


My academic coursework was indoctrinating me into what transpersonal psychologist Charles Tart called the “Western Creed”—a set of implicit assumptions about the nature of reality, human knowing, and value-fulfillment that have come to characterize much of orthodox Western scientific thinking and that have practical consequences on the human spirit and block progress in understanding of humanity’s nature as spiritual creatures (Tart, 1992a [1975], 1997a, pp. 40–42). Operating for the most part outside of conscious awareness, these psychologically invisible beliefs programmed my experience to such an extent that they took on the appearance of fact. Interpreting the private events of my life in light of these assumptions about the nature of self, others, and the world, I unconsciously put together my perceptions so that they seemed to bear out those beliefs.

My beliefs selectively structured my experience so that it came to fit the beliefs I had about it. Perceptions and beliefs became mutually reinforcing. What I believed to be true became true in my experience. Imagination and emotion, following the contours of my beliefs, colored and intangibly structured my experience and conditioned me to act in certain ways in accordance with those beliefs. Believed in fervently, the beliefs came to act like powerful hypnotic suggestions that triggered specific actions strongly implied by the beliefs. The result was a set of unexamined structured beliefs that were automatically acted upon. I created events that conformed to those beliefs and became the self that I thought I was.




Lingering Doubts


There always remained lingering doubts, however, about what I had come to believe. I found it ironic that the basis of science, philosophy, and religion and the framework behind all of human civilization rested upon the subjective reality of a psyche that was not considered valid by the very psychology that was formed through its auspices. How could such a vital consciousness as my own, I wondered, even suppose itself to be the product of the chance meeting of inert elements that were themselves lifeless, but somehow managed to combine in such a way that our species attained culture, technology, philosophy, science, medicine, literature, and space travel? What a cosmic joke that the atomic and chemical composition of my own brain was somehow intelligent enough to understand the irony of its own meaninglessness.

Certainly, a brain that could conceive of purpose, meaning, and creativity somehow had to emerge from a greater purpose, meaning, and creativity. Certainly, it was not purpose-lessness that gave us the precisely balanced design of nature, the well-ordered genetic activity of the chromosomes, or the elegant sequences of molecular structures that support the creation of amino acids and proteins that sustain physical life. Certainly, it was not genetic chance that is responsible for the precision with which we grow spontaneously, without knowing how, from a fetus to an adult. Certainly, it was not meaninglessness that gave rise to the creative drama of our dreams or the existence of heroic actions and ideals that pervade human life. Surely, these phenomena give evidence of a greater meaning, purpose, and context in which we have our being.




Unanswered Questions and Unquestioned Answers


How could atheistic science, I wondered further, stress the species’ accidental presence in the universe and that we owe our physical existence to the chance conglomeration of atoms and molecules and still expect our species to be the most moral of creatures or to feel that life has meaning or purpose? How can we look at ourselves with self-respect and dignity and live lives of honor, or expect goodness and merit from others, if we believe we are members of a species in which only the fittest survive through a tooth-and-claw struggle, as implied by some theories of evolution?

While referring to the theories of evolution, psychoanalysis, existentialism, religious revelation, and the Big Bang, my teachers seemed to accept them as facts about existence. The great creative, individual thrust of life within each person became assigned to a common source in past conditioning or to the accidental nature of genes or reduced to a generalized mass of electrochemical impulses and neurological processes in a brain and a physical universe that was created either accidentally or by a specieistic God that was all-too-human.




Soul Sickness


When the full weight of these unanswered questions and unquestioned beliefs finally fell upon me, a sick and sinking feeling began to well up in the pit of my stomach. Amid such a conglomeration of negative beliefs, the idea of a good and innocent self seemed almost scandalous. To encourage expression of that self appeared foolhardy, for it seemed very clear that if the lid of awareness opened, all kinds of inner demons and enraged impulses would rush forth out of Pandora’s box. This webwork of beliefs deprived my mind and body of the zest and purpose needed to enjoy daily pursuits and made any endeavor appear futile. I began to feel adrift, without a higher goal or vision. I felt suspicious, frightened, angry, aloof, and alone. In this confusion of thoughts and fears, I felt my life to be meaningless and hungered for something more sustaining. I was experiencing what William James called “the sick soul” (James, 1936 [1902], pp. 125–162).






Initiation





The Kite as My Symbol of Transformation


As I lay exhausted and confused upon my bed that spring afternoon in 1970, I slipped into a trance-like state and had a waking dream. My disordered and muddled mind symbolized itself as a kite connected to a long string held by mental hands. The kite was fluttering in fits and starts, buffeted about by turbulent gusts of an inner wind that threatened to tear the kite to pieces. “How can I stop this violent commotion of my mind?” I thought aloud. “Cut the string,” an inner voice replied. “But if I do that,” I answered back, “then I’ll lose my mind,” fearing that if I cut that string then my mind would be free to fly off into some dark, unfathomable, and limitless recess of the psyche, forever swallowed up by my own subjectivity.

“What else can I do?” I implored. “Pull the kite in,” an answer came. Slowly I began to tug on that mental string, but the more I pulled, the more wildly did that kite toss and turn. Thrown about by the tumultuous energy of some wild psychic wind, my mental kite threatened to tumble and shatter onto that inner landscape. I was at a loss at what to do to end this inner turmoil of body, mind, and spirit. I feared that I was losing my mind.




Epiphany


At that point, my mind suddenly opened up and leaped beyond itself. Some indescribable element, some spiritual intangible, touched me and said: “If you want to save yourself, you must first lose yourself. If you want to hold onto yourself, then you must let yourself go.” All at once I knew what I had to do. In a moment of faith, instilled by an unaccustomed sense of trust and safety, I slowly let the string out so that the kite ascended higher and higher until it found its way up through the turbulence and turmoil and out into a calm and peaceful sky above. My mental kite now floated easily and gently with a newfound sense of ease and freedom. I was suddenly filled with an additional energy, a new buoyancy and joy.

Sitting up in bed and opening my eyes, I sat transfixed. Another world seemed to shimmer within and around whatever I looked at. Everything seemed to be what it was, yet somehow more. I felt my personality click into a new focus and become lined up with an invisible part of my own reality that I had barely sensed before. The entire feeling-tone of my personality changed, as that inner voice spoke once more: “You are Earth come alive, to view itself through conscious eyes, alive with a light from which the very fires of life are lit.” In that moment of intense, expanded consciousness, I felt and directly experienced a Presence so creative, so understanding, and so lovingly permissive that its good nature and caring intent could indeed create and maintain worlds. In a way quite difficult to describe, I felt myself to be a part of nature’s framework and one with Nature’s source.

My earlier psychological reality became meaningless to me. It was superseded by a biologically and spiritually rooted faith that my existence was meaningful precisely because of my connection with nature and with that greater indefinable framework of existence from which all life springs, even though that meaning may not be intellectually understood. I felt deeply within myself that the quality of identity and the nature of existence were far more mysterious than I could presently understand or even imagine.

I could no longer continue to think about the God of my seminary training in the old ways because the experience had brought me far beyond such a point. I was led to understand that the term “God” itself hardly does justice to the true reality that it attempts to define. I realized that I needed a new word to refer to that Presence I experienced in that moment of expanded consciousness—that inner Ground of Being, transcendent More, One in Many, All That Is, Infinite Intelligence, ultimate Reality, Noetic Field. I needed a term that avoided the stereotyped images I had learned in the stories of my childhood and went beyond the highly colored interpretations I had learned in the seminary. A symbol was required that did not automatically limit the reality of Nature’s source by its very connotations. The symbol Σ (“Sum of All”) suggests itself to me now in this telling.

While in the throes of what seemed to me at the time to be inspiration of almost unbearable intensity, I felt the inconceivable vitality of Σ to be truly multidimensional—a creative Source that is a part of creation and yet is also more than what creation is—in the same way that the whole is more than the sum of its parts. Its nature transcends all dimensions of action, consciousness, and reality while still being a part of each. I got the picture that Σ is so much a part of His/Her/Its creations that it is almost impossible to separate the Creator from the creations. I felt deeply within myself indivisible connections not only with the earth itself, but with deeper realities. I perceived all Being to be continually upheld, supported, and maintained by this ever-expanding, ever-creative energy that forms everything. I felt that in certain basic and vital ways, my own being and all of life itself was a portion of that divine gestalt. Each hypothetical point in the universe is in direct contact with its source in the most basic terms. This indissoluble connection can never be severed, although it can be overlooked, ignored, and forgotten.




A Self-Validating Vision


This was no static, impassive Σ that I perceived, but a basic Reality that is seeking to know Itself by lovingly creating new versions of Itself out of Itself, continually allowing Its overall reality to be created even as it creates. This “seeking Itself” through continual creation is truly the core of all action and each creation carries indelibly within itself this characteristic of its Source. Just as one’s awareness and experience of basic Reality constantly changes and grows, all portions of Σ are constantly changing, enfolding, and unfolding as the universe does, lovingly formed from the inside out.

Remaining open to my intuitions, I had the felt sense that there is also a portion of Σ that is directed, focused, and residing within each of us that is more intimate than our breath. It is the force that forms our flesh and our identities in that it is responsible for the energy that gives vitality and validity to our unique personalities. This is no impersonal Σ, in other words. Since its energy gives rise to you and me and all human personalities, how could this be? This individualized portion of Σ is both transcendent and personal, both aware of itself as you and aware of itself as something More than you. This portion of Σ that is focused within your existence cherishes and protects you and looks out for your interests. It may be called upon for help, when necessary, in a personal manner through prayer that always contains its own answer if you believe and desire to receive it (Mark 11:24).

It is exceedingly difficult to try to assign anything like human motivation to Σ. I can only say that that initial experience disclosed a divine Σ that was possessed by the “need” to lovingly create from Its own being—to lovingly transform Its own reality—in such a way that even the slightest thought that emerged within Its infinitely massive, omnipotent, superlative, and creative imagination attained dimensions of actuality impossible to describe. The loving support, the redemptive encouragement, the need to see that all possible realities become probable and have the chance to be, to perceive, and to love—that is the intent of the divine subjectivity that I perceived in that state of expanded consciousness. Its awareness and attention is indeed directed with a prime creator’s love for all that It has created down to the least (1 John, 4:8, 16). Everything that was or is or will be is kept in Its immediate attention, poised in a divine context that is characterized by such a brilliant concentration that the grandest and the lowest, the largest and the smallest, are equally held in a loving constant focus. Σ is aware of every sparrow that falls because It is every sparrow.





Expanding the Circle of Compassion


The insights that I received during that state of expanded consciousness required me to become more responsive and responsible in my behavior. It brought with it a sympathy with life that had earlier been lacking, especially for animals—a sensitivity that remains strong, challenging, and intense to this day. I understood for the first time that my humanness did not emerge by refusing my animal heritage, but upon an extension of what that heritage is. It is not a matter of rising above my animal nature to deeply appreciate my spirituality, but of evolving from a fuller understanding of that nature. I am not separated from animals and the rest of existence by virtue of possessing an eternal inner consciousness. Rather, such a consciousness is within all life, whatever its form, and the consciousness that exists within all animal species is as valid and eternal as our own.






Return





Aftermath


The highly charged energy generated by that experience was intense enough to change my life in a matter of moments. The insights that I received strongly clashed with previously held ideas and beliefs, giving the experience its initial explosive, volatile, and intrusive quality. I had been led by my experience beyond the framework of beliefs that had given it birth. My task was now to correlate the new intuitive cognitions and reform my knowledge frameworks to make them strong enough to support the new insights.

Accepted frameworks and answers now made little sense to me. I could no longer accept answers given by others but insisted upon finding my own. I had now to free myself and be true to my own vision. Shortly thereafter, I left the seminary to see the world firsthand, driven by a fine impatience, a divine discontent that drives me even today. I felt immeasur-ably strengthened and supported by an inner certainty that instilled in me a sense of safety, optimism, and trust in my own nature and in that unknown Source in which we all have our being and from which our vitality daily springs. I knew somehow that my existence has a meaning and purpose even if that meaning and purpose is not rationally understood. I also came to understand the symbolism of my kite experience: There is a portion of universal creative energy that becomes individualized to form my being and that sustains and nourishes my existence, and when I become too intent in maintaining my own reality I lose it, because I am denying the creativity upon which it rests.

When my formal training as a psychologist began, I was constantly on the outlook for some kind of framework that would help me translate that spectacular inner vision into terms that made psychological sense. Transpersonal Psychology and related transhumanistic, spiritual psychologies in the Maslowian sense of being “centered in the cosmos rather than in human needs and interest, going beyond humanness, identity, self-actualization, and the like” (Maslow, 1968, p. iv) helped me to make that translation in a way that was psychologically sound and faithful to the underlying complexity of the original experience. As I have come to understand it, the episode represented a life-transforming encounter of my outer personal ego with an inner, transpersonal Self (capitalized to emphasize its inclusiveness) and the universal, Infinite Intelligence that is its source. My experience dramatically demonstrated to me the profoundly spiritual nature of all creaturehood, that transpersonal impulses exist, and that its transcendent object is not an illusion.







Teaching My First Course in Transpersonal Psychology



Approximately 15 years later, after receiving my doctorate in General/Experimental Psychology from the University of Tennessee (Knoxville) in 1986, I was hired as a full-time assistant professor of psychology and chair of the Behavioral Sciences Department at a small, private, all-women’s Catholic college in New England. I was always on the lookout for an opportunity to create, develop, and teach a course in Transpersonal Psychology and that opportunity came in the spring semester of 1989.

The overall instructional goal of my first 14-week face-to-face course was to provide undergraduate freshman and sophomore students with an introduction to the subdiscipline of Transpersonal Psychology. The course was offered as a 200-level psychology elective open to all students with the only prerequisite being General Psychology (PSY 101). The course had three instructional goals. One goal was to acquaint students with what Charles Tart (1975b) called the “spiritual psychologies” that addressed humanity’s nature as spiritual creatures within the context of everyday life. The book I chose to support this learning goal was Rick Fields, Peggy Taylor, Rex Weyler, and Rick Ingrasci’s (1984) book, Chop Wood, Carry Water: A Guide to Finding Spiritual Fulfillment in Everyday Life.

The second goal was to introduce students to a transpersonal theory of consciousness development that integrated Eastern and Western approaches to personality and personal growth. The book I selected for this instructional goal was Ken Wilber’s (1979a) No Boundary: Eastern and Western Approaches to Personal Growth. The third instructional goal was two-fold: To give transpersonal concepts and theories psychological roots in the learner’s personal experience and to familiarize learners with a system of transpersonal psychotherapy that incorporated the idea of soul and spirit into its theory of human personality (Assagioli, 1965, 1988; Hardy, 1987). Piero Ferrucci’s (1982) book, What We May Be: Techniques for Psychological and Spiritual Growth through Psychosynthesis was chosen to accomplish this dual task.



Expect the Unexpected


The course was proceeding without incident until mid-semester when a student stormed into my office and claimed that the concepts and theories of Transpersonal Psychology contradicted the tenets of her Catholic faith, led people down the demonic path of cults and New Ageism, encouraged the heathen practice of Hindu yoga and Buddhist meditation, and diverted students from seeking Christ as their personal savior. She wanted to withdraw from the course. I usually conduct a mid-term evaluation of any new course I teach and wondered how widespread this particular student’s sentiments were. I found that students overall enjoyed the course and that the level of instruction and testing was appropriate, and that Wilber’s book was either too boring or conceptually too difficult for many of the first-year students who preferred to concentrate on the other two books. I ended up dropping Wilber’s book as required course reading and let the aggrieved student complete the course by conducting independent study of Maslow’s (1964) book, Religions, Values and Peak-Experiences.

I thought the matter settled until the Academic Dean called me into her office the following week to discuss an anonymous letter that she had received from an “outraged” parent who threatened to speak to local priests, newspapers, and even contact the Bishop if my course was not stopped or if I was not replaced by someone from the Religious Studies Department who did not subscribe to such “atrocious” theories and “bizarre mind exercises.” The anonymous author derisively equated Transpersonal Psychology with what was popularly called the “New Age Movement” and denounced the field as cultish, satanic, and inspired by the devil to deceive people and steal souls away from God. The letter-writer demanded that the College “be prepared to offer free of charge deprogramming to the students who had been affected by the course.” This letter, by the way, had also been sent to the President of the College and to the campus chaplain. After examining course textbooks, the mid-term course evaluations, and interviewing a random sample of students enrolled in the course, the Dean recognized that my course had appropriate academic content, did not promote belief in the occult, and that the furor had been created by only one very vocal student—whose parent I later discovered was the author of the anonymous letter. It was decided that the course would continue with me as instructor.

The matter, I thought, had finally come to an end, but soon I started receiving a series of letters from the chair of the Religious Studies Department (who was also the campus chaplain) stating that, in his considered opinion, the scientific data of Transpersonal Psychology was not scientific at all, but was the most speculative of theories that violated basic scientific methodology. The philosophic basis for Transpersonal Psychology was seen as untenable as consciousness—altered states of consciousness at that!—was raised to the level of metaphysics thus leading to the regrettable error of “ontologism”—the belief that human intelligence can attain, by its own powers, knowledge of the absolute. This heresy, known as hesychasm, was refuted many centuries ago in the history of Western philosophy, I was told. The alleged theological statements made by transpersonal psychologists were not only heretical, but also blasphemous and anathema from a Judeo-Christian standpoint as God was seemingly reduced and humans elevated to the extent that neither appeared essentially different. Its assumptions about the nature of humanity and the cosmos were incompatible with Christianity’s philosophic and theological starting points and had no place in the curriculum of a Roman Catholic college. Face-to-face conversations eventually occurred that went on for a number of weeks until the fire that motivated the chaplain’s concerns burned itself out.




Lessons Learned


Several lessons were learned from this experience that deserve sharing. Anyone who wishes to teach a first-time course in Transpersonal Psychology at their institution ought to be prepared for the possibility of encountering a similar calcination (purification by fire), especially if they are teaching at a religious-sponsored institution. It is important to have the support of academic administration if one is to persevere. Transpersonal Psychology was eventually vindicated, and my burning bush experience not only made me more convinced of the legitimacy of the field as a subdiscipline of psychology, but also provided me the opportunity to persuade others as well. I also learned that a certain degree of maturity is required of undergraduate students if they were going to permit themselves the freedom to be open to learning about certain transpersonal concepts and theories that challenge pre-existing beliefs.





II. Transformative Learning and Educating for Transcendence




How This Book Came to Be Written



During my 32-year academic tenure at the University, I have been fortunate enough to teach a course in Transpersonal Psychology 10 times in both 14-week semester face-to-face and 7-week term online formats, as a lower-level (first-year, sophomore) and upper-level (junior, senior) elective psychology course to both traditional- and nontraditional-age students, to psychology and non-psychology majors and minors, and other interested students from various academic majors who had completed the pre-requisite introductory psychology course. I have had the opportunity to use a variety of texts that I considered sufficiently accessible to most undergraduate students at the University to serve as an adequate introduction to the field (e.g., Cortright, 1997; Daniels, 2005; Kaklauskas, Clements, Hocoy, & Hoffman, 2016; Lancaster, 2004; Rowan, 2005; Scotton, Chinen, & Battista, 1996; Walsh & Vaughan, 1980a, 1993a; Yeomans, 1992).

Over the years of teaching an introductory course in Transpersonal Psychology, however, I found that this patchwork quilt of textbooks did not always meet either my needs as a teacher or the needs of my students. Some of the books became outdated and others suffered from the narrative difficulties that often accompany edited works written by many different authors. Others had an overly specialized focus on psychotherapy, while still others presupposed background knowledge that undergraduate students did not possess. All the books lacked teaching aids, such as educational (student) objectives and supplemental open educational resources that would support the learning experiences of students.

In 2006, I wrote an article titled “Transpersonal Education: Problems, Prospects and Challenges” published in the International Journal of Transpersonal Studies (Cunningham, 2006) where I discussed my observations regarding the problems, challenges, and prospects of transpersonal education in the 21st century. One problem pertained to the perceived lack of a generalized curricular model for undergraduate courses in Transpersonal Psychology that systematically introduced students to the field and prepared them for later advanced graduate training. A second problem related to the failure to link the field’s key concepts, theories, and research to major content areas in the general psychology curriculum that promoted the field’s continued marginalized status within the core discipline of psychology. A third problem was the absence of articulated educational (student) learning objectives capable of being mapped onto general education and departmental outcomes that could be used as part of institutional effectiveness assessment.

The challenges revolved around developing a textbook that would serve as a teaching resource for a broad-based survey course in Transpersonal Psychology. Such a textbook would (a) introduce undergraduate students to the field in an educationally sound way, (b) move the field away from the margins of psychology by relating its key ideas to major content areas of general psychology, and (c) incentivize students to pursue further graduate study in this exciting area of psychology. A major instructor problem in introducing students to the subdiscipline of Transpersonal Psychology is the lack of an introductory textbook that encompasses major theories, research, and practice of the field in one volume for use in the psychology classroom. A major student obstacle in learning about Transpersonal Psychology is recognizing how the field relates to major content areas of general psychology. Transpersonal Psychology addresses these concerns and places the field firmly within the context of the discipline of psychology. As British psychiatrist R. D. Laing once remarked, “If you accept once and for all transpersonal reality, then you can’t just put it into an appendix or footnote. It has to be built into the whole psychological system” (quoted in Leviton, 1987, p. 40).





Structure and Outline of the Book



Introduction to Transpersonal Psychology: Bridging Spirit and Science consists of 14 chapters that are written to provide a systematic, structured, and relatively inclusive introduction to the subdiscipline of Transpersonal Psychology suitable for the general reader. Ideally, it can be used as a core textbook at 2-year community colleges, 4-year undergraduate colleges, and graduate schools offering a first course in Transpersonal/Humanistic Psychology. The topical organization of Transpersonal Psychology along the lines of a traditional general psychology textbook is a unique feature and asset of this book that permits instructors the flexibility of integrating specific transpersonal topics into different courses in the psychology major and minor. This includes courses in Research Methods, Psychological Testing and Assessment, Biopsychology, Cognitive Psychology, Motivation and Emotion, Personality Theory, Human Development, Clinical/Abnormal Psychology, and Counseling Theories and Practice.

The book’s thematic organization also makes it suitable as a supplemental text in content-related courses (e.g., humanistic psychology, consciousness studies, positive psychology, spirituality and religion, holistic or integrative approaches to therapy). Non-psychology instructors who teach general education elective courses (e.g., business, education, philosophy, religious studies, social studies) and want to bring their particular disciplinary expertise to the study of transpersonal phenomena may also find this textbook of value.

The copious references to both classic studies and cutting-edge theory, research, and practice will appeal to the general reader who seeks to underpin their interest in spiritual matters with a more rigorous and theoretical scientific base. Transpersonal Psychology introduces students and instructors to contemporary developments of the field and anticipates future advances (e.g., feminist perspectives, cross-cultural approaches, indigenous psychologies, ecological concerns, entheogenic research, cognitive neuroscience, somatic psychology, diversity issues).

The literature reviewed in this book is not limited only to recent studies, however, as if “knowledge has an expiration date—those findings and thoughts older than five years or so can be discounted as no longer valid or applicable” (Braud, 2011, p. 93). This book serves as a Noah’s Ark of sorts carrying important scholarship and research of the past into the present so that a well-rounded understanding of the field for the future is presented. Sometimes early theorizing and past scholarship may rival and even surpass current thinking and research, provide fresh insights into present problems, identify previously overlooked topics awaiting study, and point out new directions in which satisfying explanations of transpersonal phenomena might be found.

The reference citations will serve as a handy information resource for advanced undergraduates and first-year graduate students who wish to conduct their own research on specific transpersonal topics of interest to them and who wish to delve more deeply into older thoughts, findings, and writings and avoid inadvertently re-inventing the wheel. A self-critical evaluation and analysis of transpersonal theories and research is consistently applied throughout the text to foster analytical skills and encourage critical thinking about transpersonal topics.

An ongoing challenge for Transpersonal Psychology has been to overcome its marginalized status and achieve greater representation within mainstream college and university curricula. The term “Transpersonal Psychology” rarely appears in the index of most textbooks used in the psychology classroom, for example. Transpersonal Psychology addresses this challenge by relating major content areas within the traditional psychology curriculum to key aspects of the field of Transpersonal Psychology.

Transpersonal Psychology begins with an examination of definitions and subject matter of the field (Chapter 1). The variety of theoretical orientations (Chapter 2) and major contemporary transpersonal perspectives (Chapter 3) that influence the field today are described. Chapter 4 outlines the modern history and present-day critical challenges of the field. The book then examines Transpersonal Psychology’s contributions to traditionally recognized experimental and clinical areas of study in general psychology. Topics related to experimental psychology include research methods and psychological testing and assessment (Chapter 5), cognition (Chapter 6), consciousness (Chapter 7), biological foundations (Chapter 8), and motivation and emotion (Chapter 9). Topics related to clinical psychology include lifespan development (Chapter 10), personality (Chapter 11), psychological disorders (Chapter 12), and psychotherapy (Chapter 13). The book concludes with a discussion of the transpersonal vision for 21st-century psychology (Chapter 14).

Transpersonal Psychology seeks not only to inform but also to inspire. One of the goals of this book is to help the general reader become more familiar with those “unexplored creative capacities, depths of psyche, states of consciousness, and stages of development undreamed of by most people” that operate as a part of psychological life and that may be omitted from discussions in general psychology classrooms (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 1). To this end, various metaphysical hypotheses are proposed that are intended to serve an important heuristic function for future development in Transpersonal Psychology. By suggesting directions in which testable explanatory theories of science might be found, these metaphysical hypotheses serve as a creative impetus that can aid the field’s adaptation and flourishing in the 21st century. Henry H. Price in his 1939 Presidential address to the Society for Psychical Research remarked, “We may safely predict that it will be the timidity of our hypotheses and not their extravagance, which will provoke the derision of posterity” (Price, 1939, p. 341).

I give greater credence to the evidence for various parapsychological claims, for example, than some readers may. Although there is much to say on various sides of the controversy, I do not believe that these types of phenomena are any longer best expressed in a cautious, open-ended, fashion. The channeled writings that form the basis for the transhumanistic Aspect Psychology of Jane Roberts, in my view, arguably have a potential to serve as a fruitful source of metaphysical hypotheses that can be put to the test of action and further development. In science, hypotheses and theories are not refuted or accepted on the basis of an author’s organic or psychological constitution but are tested by logic or experiment. In the words of personologists Calvin Hall and Gardner Lindzey (1978), “A theory should be evaluated in terms of what it does rather than where it came from” (p. 419).

Transpersonal Psychology is accompanied by an online Instructor’s Manual (IM) that addresses pedagogical issues related to assessment in higher education. For example, it identifies statements of intended educational (learning) outcomes that describe what a person can be expected to know (cognitive), do (behavioral/performance), and value (affective) after reading each chapter. The learning outcomes are stated in behavioral terms and are intended to facilitate retention of information as they identify course-based objectives for assessment. The learning objectives can also serve as the basis for classroom tests and assessments by being recast as essay questions or developed into short-answer and multiple-choice questions. If an academic department is engaged in assessment activities as part of a comprehensive program of institutional effectiveness, the statements of intended educational (student) outcomes can be comfortably mapped onto academic department program goals.

The online IM also identifies Open Educational Resources (OERs) comprised of annotated, hypertext web site addresses (URLs) to audiovisual lectures and discussions on the Internet (e.g., YouTube, TED Talks) that can be used to supplement information conveyed in the textbook and point out directions for continuing inquiry. OERs can augment the learning experience of adult learners in online courses and used as springboards to launch conversations of topics in the face-to-face classroom and online discussion boards. Transpersonal Psychology is an experientially oriented book that includes practical experiments that give transpersonal theories and concepts psychological roots.






Transformative Learning



The insights of the transformative learning and adult education movement initiated by Jack Mezirow (Mezirow, 1978, 1991) that led to an explosion of research and theory about “learning that transforms” informs many aspects of this book (Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006; J. P. Miller, 2006, 2019; O’Sullivan, 1999). Transformative learning is the kind of learning that transforms hearts and minds to serve the world. It is a fundamental shift in awareness, perception, and understanding of oneself, one’s body, other people, and the natural world that can permanently alter a person’s way of being, knowing, and acting. It involves a radical transformation of one’s personal knowledge frameworks and value orientation, affecting one’s style of living and vision of human possibilities for social justice in the human cultural world (O’Sullivan, 2002).

There are many aspects and dimensions to transformative learning and there is no single model of transformative education that is universally adopted at the present time (E. W. Taylor, Cranton, & Associates, 2012). Similarly, there are many “paths beyond ego” and different ways of educating for transcendence in service of transformative learning (Murphy, 1992, pp. 543–586; Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a). The writings of John Dirkx (1997), Parker Palmer (1997, 1998, 2004; Palmer & Zajonc, 2010), and Nancy Rowe and William Braud (2013) describe forms of transformative learning designed to enhance human potential, wellness, and healing from a variety of transpersonal (beyond “trans”- ego “personal”) and humanistic points of view.

A characteristic feature of transpersonal-oriented transformative learning programs is the introduction of the role of spirituality, cultural identity, and social transformation into the educational process. These include programs such as the Integral Life Practice Program (Esbjörn-Hargens, Reams, & Gunnlaugson, 2010; Wilber, Patten, Leonard, & Morelli, 2008) and the Integrative Transformative Practice (ITP) programs (Ferrer, 2003; Ferrer, Romero & Albareda, 2005; Leonard & Murphy, 1995). Cassandra Vieten and colleagues (2014) evaluated a community-based integral practice program that incorporated several ITP developmental practices (e.g., movement, nutritional and exercise recommendations, affirmations, contemplative introspection, theory and philosophy, and group discussions and activities). The 53 participants in the program reported “improved overall health and reduced symptoms of ill health, as well as increased psychological wellbeing, vitality, and quality of life over the course of the year” (p. 1). A goal of these programs is to give people practical experience with the application of transpersonal theories and concepts order in daily life to increase the practical, spiritual, and physical enjoyment and benefits of the life we are given.

Transformative learning seeks to address the lopsided cognitive development emphasized in traditional school curricula by incorporating affective and somatic-awareness learning outcomes and spiritual and social transformation goals into the teaching-learning process. Professors of adult education Elizabeth Tisdell and Denise Tolliver (2003) maintained that individual personal spirituality and collective social transformation are not necessarily dichotomies. Spirituality is not tangential to the transformative process. The aim of transformative learning and teaching is to help real people solve real problems in daily life through personal and social transformation and to use what is learned to help humanize an inhumane world and heal the wounds of a divided psyche with wisdom and compassion. This is the transpersonal vision of transformative education and educating for transcendence (Vaughan, 1988) that is represented in this book.






Educating for Transcendence



Transpersonal Psychology grounds many of its concepts, theories, and hypotheses in experience. Roger Walsh (1999a), in his book titled Essential Spirituality: The Seven Central Practices to Awaken Heart and Mind, presents numerous experiential exercises that draw upon the teachings of the world’s wisdom traditions which are intended to educate for ego-transcendence and ego-transformation that can be profitably used both inside and outside the classroom. Experience comes not from mere book-reading, however, but from putting the ideas read about to the test of action in one’s personal life. It means subjectively tasting the vital dimension and profoundly rich and multifaceted depths of transpersonal ways of knowing, speaking, and creating for oneself. Elizabeth Tisdell and Denise Tolliver (2003) observed, “By continuing to draw on different modes of knowledge production to inform our educational work, including drawing on spirituality through the use of symbol, art, and music, there is more of a chance for learning to be transformative” (p. 389). Ultimately, the validity and truth value of these different “modes of knowledge production” rest upon their effect in an individual’s daily life (Ferrer, 2017, pp. 18–19). As the ancient dictum put it: “By their fruits, not by their roots, shall you know them.”

From the transpersonal perspective represented in this book, learning of any kind is more than a function of brain activity, cognitive functioning, behavior, or social interaction. It is an intuitive, organic, indigenous, naturalistic process of inquiry, assimilation, and accommodation that involves all dimensions of being a living, active, embodied human being—body, heart, mind, and spirit. Education for transcendence connects both learner and teacher to the transformative and spiritual dimensions of one’s being in the world (F. Clark, 1974) and promotes a recovery of the sacred in teaching and learning (Palmer, 1997), especially in higher education (Braud, 2006; Palmer & Zajonc, 2010).

What does it mean to educate for transcendence? Within the tradition of Humanistic Psychology, educating for transcendence implies the “freedom to learn” in the tradition of Carl Rogers (1983). Rogers’s book On Becoming an Effective Teacher (Rogers, Lyon, & Tausch, 2013) contains a record of face-to-face conversations with Rogers about how his kind of person-centered teaching and learning proceeds in the actual classroom context. Educating for transcendence means “e-ducing” or leading forth those cognitive, affective, and motivational states that are associated with individuals’ “peak performance” beyond the normal or average (Murphy, 1992, pp. 415–463). Sometimes those states of awareness can be awakened and harnessed through ritual. Clinical psychologist Richard Katz (1973) drew upon his fieldwork experience of living with the !Kung Zhū/twã tribe in the Kalahari Desert in northern Botswana, Africa to describe the tribe’s systematic education for transcendent experience through ritual. John Davis (2016), former chair of the Transpersonal Psychology and Transpersonal Psychology-Ecopsychology departments at Naropa University (Boulder, CO) described how the use of ritual in graduate psychology courses can educate for transcendence.

Educating for transcendence means recognizing and acknowledging the relational nature of transpersonal education. Transpersonal educator and religious studies scholar Christopher Bache (2008) drew attention to the dynamics of collective consciousness in the undergraduate classroom and those synchronistic events and telepathic connections between teachers and students that have the potential to promote transpersonal learning in and out of the classroom. The relational nature of transpersonal learning and teaching is highlighted in another approach to education for transcendence—educating the ecological conscience that is rooted in a deep and enduring love of nature (Canty, 2014; Swan, 2010). Transpersonal learning does more than simply strengthen existing attitudes but creates new ones that are rooted in “a passionate, life-inspiring, healing love for nature that is touchstone of being and a driving force behind conservation action” (Swan, 2010, p. 5).

Thomas Roberts (1989) wrote about “multistate education” and the emergence of a new academic field he called “multistate studies.” He envisioned a new model of education that recognized the growth potential of multiple (polyphasic) states of consciousness beyond the usual ordinary waking state of awareness that is the primary focus of orthodox mainstream education today. Roberts called attention to many different mind-body technologies that could be used to induce a variety of alternate states of consciousness that may serve as avenues to post-conventional transpersonal development (e.g., meditation, biofeedback, psychoactive drugs, meditation, prayer, hypnosis, dream-work, active imagination, the martial arts, sensory deprivation and overload, physical exercise). The idea of multistate mind-body-spirit education is an important one for any psychology that strives to educate the “whole person” by opening up avenues of experience that are “beyond ego.” According to Parker Palmer (1997), students and teachers who regain a sense of the sacred in education would know the “precious otherness [and] precious inwardness of the things of the world” (p. 12). We would “recover our sense of community with each other and with all of creation” (p. 13)—what Thomas Merton (1989 [1974]) called “the hidden wholeness” in all things (p. 506). We would “recover the humility that makes teaching and learning possible” (p. 14). We would “recover our capacity for wonder and surprise, an absolutely essential quality in education” (p. 15). This is the basic, firm groundwork of the inner life of the transpersonal teacher (Cunningham, 2007a).





Conclusion


Since the field’s founding by Abraham Maslow and other humanistic psychologists more than 50 years ago, Transpersonal Psychology has developed into an important scientific, professional, and academic subdiscipline within psychology. Topics in areas of research that used to be on the margins of orthodox psychology (e.g., consciousness, meditation, psychedelics as medicines, spirituality) are now appearing regularly in mainstream peer-reviewed academic journals, master’s theses, and doctoral dissertations and reflect the importance of the transpersonal vision. According to transpersonal pioneers Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1993a),



In our own time the transpersonal vision and transpersonal disciplines are crucially important for many reasons. They draw attention to a neglected, misunderstood family of experiences; provide new understandings of ancient ideas, religious traditions, and contemplative practices; offer more generous views of human nature; and point to unsuspected human possibilities.

(p. 7)




The emergence of the field of consciousness studies, the recognition of clients’ spirituality as a resource in psychotherapy, the use of contemplative practices such as meditation and yoga in mental health settings, and the renaissance of psychedelic research are all indicators of the field’s impact (Walsh & Vaughan, 2018). The recognition of exceptional states of psychological health and wellbeing at post-conventional stages of ego development, the acknowledgment of spiritual and religious problems as an important DSM-V category, and the widespread application of Ken Wilber’s Integral psychology framework in business and educational areas are other examples of the field’s contributions to general psychology (Judy, 2018). Increased awareness of these contributions make it more difficult to dismiss Transpersonal Psychology as an irrelevant or fringe field.

One area that would benefit from a greater awareness of Transpersonal Psychology is education. Education at its best involves transforming heart, mind, and body in a way that reclaims the sacred in our lives, serves the common good, and addresses the human-made global ecological and social crises of our times. Transpersonal scholar and educator Donald Rothberg (1999) stated,



ultimately the intention of transpersonal education is no less than spiritual transformation, the cultivation of wisdom and love, the opening of heart and mind, the deep communion with life…. If there is to be an expansion beyond small numbers of dedicated educators and students at the margins of mainstream education and Western societies, transpersonal approaches to education will have to gain greater articulation and maturity.

(pp. 51, 56)



Introduction to Transpersonal Psychology is offered as a preliminary attempt to address Rothberg’s concern and the growing need for a generalized model of curricula for undergraduate courses in Transpersonal Psychology. It is intended to serve as a resource for teachers of psychology and other academic disciplines who wish to introduce this exciting and vibrant area of human science to their students and answer the question, “What is Transpersonal Psychology?”








Chapter 1


Scope and Outline




DOI: 10.4324/9781003196068-2



I. Descriptions, Themes, and Definition




Descriptions of Transpersonal Psychology



If someone asked you, “What is Transpersonal Psychology?” how would you respond? A Google search of the term “Transpersonal Psychology” would yield over 700,000 results. Consulting the Wikipedia entry offers a more concise definition but would fail to capture the multifaceted meanings represented by the wider Google search. Whereas the Google search is too broad to be useful and the Wikipedia listing too limited in scope to be fully adequate, a mid-range approach that examines how leading transpersonal theorists, researchers, and clinicians—past and present—have described the field would likely provide a reasonably comprehensive and yet focused picture of the field.

Transpersonal scholars Mariana Caplan, Glenn Hartelius, and Mary Anne Rardin (2003) presented a list of contemporary descriptions of Transpersonal Psychology that reflected the view of a wide range of prominent national and international scholars, researchers, clinicians, and students of the field. One particularly evocative description of Transpersonal Psychology was offered by transpersonal philosopher and educator Jorge N. Ferrer who described the field as “a modern academic discipline concerned with the psychological study of the transpersonal and spiritual dimensions of human nature and existence [and] the spiritual and transpersonal study of human psychology” (Caplan, Hartelius, & Rardin, 2003, p. 147). As a field devoted to the psychological study of spiritual experiences and the spiritual study of human psychology, Transpersonal Psychology enlarges general psychology’s understanding of humanity’s spiritual nature by investigating psychological phenomena at “the farther reaches of human nature” (Maslow’s phrase) that are currently outside its boundaries.

Transpersonal psychotherapist and educator Frances Vaughan, who died in 2017, was president of both the Association of Humanistic Psychology and the Association of Transpersonal Psychology and an early pioneer of the field (Walsh, 2017). When asked to describe what Transpersonal Psychology meant to her, she said:



Transpersonal psychology has attempted to expand the field of psychological inquiry to include transpersonal experiences and their relationship to the spiritual dimension of our lives. The term ‘transpersonal’ means, literally, beyond the personal or beyond personality. It recognizes that who and what we are is not limited to personality and that, if we are identified exclusively with the body, the ego or the personality, we have a very limiting and restricting view of ourselves.

(Vaughan, 1982, p. 39)



Vaughan’s notion of the existence of an interior, transpersonal (beyond ego) self—higher self, spark of the mind, summit of the soul (call it what you will)—operating as part of personhood beneath the threshold of ordinary waking consciousness is an ancient idea (Walach, 2005, 2007). Those transpersonalists who do grant the existence of such an inner self situate human personality action within a greater context and endow the human psyche with greater motives, purpose, and meaning than traditionally assigned to it by general psychology.

Transpersonal educators Robert Frager and James Fadiman (2013), who co-authored the first college-level personality textbook to include a chapter on Transpersonal Psychology, elaborated upon this idea of a figuratively “deeper” subconscious self operating beyond the boundaries of one’s conscious I (or personal ego). They stated,



One basic tenet of transpersonal psychology is that there is a deep self within each individual essentially the same as Jung’s concept of the self. Distinct from the personality and the personal ego, it is the source of inner wisdom, health, and harmony. One of the premises of transpersonal psychology is that we do not know the full range of human potential, an assumption that goes back to William James. The sense of a vast potential for growth within the individual provides a context for transpersonal psychology.

(p. 318)




Human personality as it is generally taught in general psychology courses represents but a small portion of far more extensive potentials and capabilities that lie latent but active within the human psyche, in other words. As William James (1956a [1897]) put it, “we all have potentially a ‘subliminal’ self which may make at any time irruption into our ordinary lives. At its lowest, it is only the depository of our forgotten memories; at its highest, we do not know what it is at all” (p. 321).

The study of human potential and inner transformative capacities of the human psyche is of interest to transpersonal psychologists because they are an inner resource that, when awakened and consciously harnessed, can be of therapeutic value in dealing with the stresses and strains of daily life in the human cultural world. A more technical and theory-neutral definition of Transpersonal Psychology is provided by Glenn Hartelius, Stanley Krippner, and Maria Thouin-Savard (2017) who describe the field simply as the “study of reported individual and group behaviors and cognitive-affective experiences in which one’s socially constructed personal identity is transcended or transformed [and] of the related stages of development and the shifts in consciousness that accompany this change, as well as the relevant paths of personal and group practice” (p. iii).

These descriptions of Transpersonal Psychology offer the portrait of a subdiscipline of psychology that is broad in scope and visionary in outlook, that has the potential to serve as a creative catalyst for general psychology’s further development in the 21st century.





Thematic Analysis of Published Descriptions



Considered in isolation, it can be difficult to perceive a common “core” theme or meaning that unites all the different descriptions of Transpersonal Psychology. To accomplish this synthesizing task, transpersonal researchers utilize a technique called thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher first identifies patterns of meaning or clusters of common “themes” that are shared among the many different descriptions of the field. The themes that emerge from the analysis of individual descriptions are then reduced to a single, succinct, composite definition that conceptually captures the “essence” of all the different descriptions.



The Themes of Transpersonal Psychology


Four thematic analyses of published descriptions of Transpersonal Psychology have been conducted between 1991 and 2007. Denise Lajoie, S. I. Shapiro, and Thomas Roberts (1991) thematically analyzed the change in wording of the Statement of Purpose of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology during its first 7 years of publication from 1969 to 1975. They identified eight themes that characterized the Journal’s Statement of Purpose over that 7-year period. They are “(a) states of consciousness; (b) unity and the cosmic; (c) being, essence, and ultimate meaning; (d) transcendence; (e) spirit; (f) meditation; (g) interpersonal or intrapersonal focus; and (h) transpersonal actualization and realization” (Lajoie, Shapiro, & Roberts, 1991, p. 180). No composite definition of the field was proposed at the time.

A year later, Denise Lajoie and S. I. Shapiro (1992) conducted a thematic analysis of more than 200 citations of Transpersonal Psychology published in a variety of books, journals, and newsletters over a 23-year period from 1968 to 1991. Based upon a compilation of 40 distinct definitions of the field, they identified five most frequently cited themes. They are (a) states of consciousness, (b) highest or ultimate potential, (c) beyond ego or self, (d) transcendence, and (e) spiritual. They synthesized these five themes into the following composite definition of the field: “Transpersonal psychology is concerned with the study of humanity’s highest potential, and with the recognition, understanding, and realization of unitive, spiritual, and transcendent states of consciousness” (Lajoie & Shapiro, 1992, p. 91).

Ten years later, S. I. Shapiro, Grace Lee, and Philippe Gross (2002) conducted a thematic analysis of 80 statements describing Transpersonal Psychology published between 1991 and 2001 in a variety of books, journal articles, websites, brochures, newsletters, dictionaries, letters and flyers, encyclopedias, and school catalogs, which were believed to characterize “the essence of transpersonal psychology per se” (p. 19). The five most frequently cited cluster of themes (out of 12 that were identified) were: (a) “Going beyond or transcending the individual, ego, self, the personal, personality, or personal identity; existence of a deeper, true, or authentic self” (cited in 66% of publications); (b) “Spirituality, psychospiritual, psychospiritual development, the spiritual, spirit” (cited in 61%); (c) “Nonordinary states of consciousness; altered states of consciousness; other modes of consciousness; transcendent states; higher states of consciousness” (cited in 32.5%); (d) “Interconnectedness; cosmic unity or consciousness; cosmic relationship; unity, unitive, unitive consciousness” (cited in 21.2%); and (e) “Goes beyond other schools of psychology” (cited in 21.2%). No composite definition of the field was proposed.

A fourth thematic analysis was conducted 5 years later by Glenn Hartelius, Mariana Caplan, and Mary Ann Rardin (2007) of 160 viewpoints, definitions, and reflections on the status of the field that were published in a variety of sources between 1968 and 2003, some of which were included in prior thematic analyses. They identified three broad definitional themes that characterized Transpersonal Psychology as (a) a psychology beyond ego, (b) an integrative/holistic psychology, and (c) a psychology of transformation. Based on these three themes, they proposed the following composite definition: Transpersonal Psychology is “an approach to psychology that 1) studies phenomena beyond the ego as context for 2) an integrative/holistic psychology; this provides a framework for 3) understanding and cultivating human transformation” (p. 11). Their thematic analysis disclosed that the field of Transpersonal Psychology had significantly expanded its focus between 1968 and 2003 “from its early emphasis on alternative states [to a greater] focus on an inclusive psychology that studies and cultivates the transformation of society and the individual in the context of physical embodiment, community, ecology, and the transpersonal ultimate” (p. 13).






Three Strands of Transpersonal Psychology



Transpersonal researchers Glenn Hartelius, Geffen Rothe, and Paul Roy (2013) later expanded upon Hartelius, Caplan, and Rardin’s (2007) characterization of Transpersonal Psychology to define the field as (a) a beyond-ego psychology of self-expansiveness, (b) a whole-person psychology with a multi-disciplinary orientation, and (c) a psychology of transformative processes.


	As a beyond-ego psychology of self-expansiveness, “transpersonal psychology studies the self conceived not only as isolated individuals bound to the here-and-now of the present, but capable of expanding to include others, nature, or all of space and time, or embodying some larger aspect of the world. These shifted boundaries may be reflected as non-ordinary states of consciousness” (Hartelius, Rothe, & Roy, 2013, p. 7).

	As a whole-person psychology with a multi-disciplinary orientation, “transpersonal studies is a whole-person, transformative approach to human existence and human experience that includes the spiritual and transcendent as well as the social and community dimensions of human life, all within the context of the global eco-system in which we live” (p. 9).

	As a psychology of transformative process, Transpersonal Psychology “understands the individual mind, human communities, and the cosmos itself to be interconnected living systems in constant engagement with creative self-expression and self-invention” (p. 10).



Hartelius, Rothe, and Roy (2013) combined the three themes into the following definition of the field:



Transpersonal psychology is a transformative psychology of the whole person in intimate relationship with an interconnected and evolving world; it pays special attention to self-expansive states as well as to spiritual, mystical, and other exceptional experiences that gain meaning in such a context.

(p. 14)





A Beyond-Ego Psychology of Self-Expansiveness


To say that Transpersonal Psychology is a “beyond-ego psychology of self-expansiveness” means that one’s whole identity includes more than the personal ego or conscious “I.” It means that the person can become aware of his or her wider transpersonal (beyond-ego) identity by the understanding of certain ideas and the practicing of certain techniques. A beyond-ego psychology of self-expansiveness means learning how to expand awareness so that it includes more of one’s own experience of oneself, one’s body, other people, and the world.

To get the felt sense of an experience of self-expansiveness, perform the following experiment adapted from Gestalt therapy (Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 1951, p. 31) and Aspect Psychology (Roberts, 1972, p. 433).


Try for a few minutes to make up sentences stating what you are at this moment immediately aware of. Begin each sentence with the words ‘now’ or ‘at this moment’ or ‘here and now’ [Pause]…. Experience the moment as you know it as fully as possible—as it exists physically within the room, or outside in the streets of the city in which you live. [Pause] Now imagine the experience present in one moment of time over the globe. [Pause] Try to appreciate the subjective experience of your own that exists in the moment and yet escapes it—and this multiplied by each living individual.



Give yourself permission to go along with whatever happens as you perform in the way suggested. What difficulties do you encounter? Why did you terminate the experiment just when you did? Notice more clearly when and if you leave the present. If so, where do you tend to go?

Experiences of self-expansiveness of this kind can occur spontaneously or be deliberately trained with the practice of certain mind-body techniques, such as mindfulness and concentration meditation, yoga, holotropic breathwork, active imagination, or self-hypnosis. All you need to do is to become aware of what is immediately before you. What do you see? What do you hear? What body sensations are you aware of? What odors do you perceive? Is there a taste in your mouth? Being aware of all these sensations simultaneously and holding them together in the brilliant unity of a momentary perception, lets you know what it feels like to be truly “awake” and feel the actual environment as you “Be-Here-Now” in the present moment.

With greater familiarity of such experiences, the boundaries that separate your personal self from everything else begin to soften and there is a temporary opening in awareness. The felt sense of separateness from your body and feelings of isolation from the natural world begin to melt as an opening of awareness unfolds and takes a foothold. As your felt sense of self becomes temporarily altered through expansion, you may experience a momentary disorientation. You may become aware of unusual sensations, ideas, memories, mental images, bodily feelings, or impulses that originate from layers of consciousness that are usually closed to the personal self.

As the felt sense of expansiveness deepens even further, portions of your identity that lie below the surface waters of ordinary awareness may respond with an eruption of creative insights and intuitive comprehensions that resemble inspirations of genius (Myers, 1892). Frederic W. H. Myers (b. 1843–d. 1901), one of the early forerunners of the transpersonal perspective, described such inspirations as “a subliminal uprush, an emergence into the current of ideas which [a person] is consciously manipulating of other ideas which he has not consciously originated, but which have shaped themselves beyond his will, in profounder regions of his being” (Myers, 1961 [1903], p. 74). In their more dramatic forms, such states of open awareness give rise to classic transpersonal experiences; that is, “experiences in which the sense of identity or self extends beyond (trans) the individual or personal to encompass wider aspects of humankind, life, psyche, and cosmos” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 3). A beyond-ego psychology of self-expansiveness has an important role to play in helping the personality understand the growth-enhancing potential of such experiences.

Released and temporarily dissociated from one’s usual narrow focus upon work-a-day worries and concerns, the freed consciousness of the personal ego may momentarily recognize its position as a part of something “More” (James, 1936 [1902], p. 501). This feeling of connection with something More is often described in spatial terms (S. Kelly, 2002a, 2002b). Sometimes it is described as a “horizontal and upward” movement to some felt sense of transcendent presence or “vertical and outward” that encompasses other people or the natural world (Goodenough, 2001). Or else the experience may be interpreted as falling along some “higher” ascending or “lower” descending dimension of being (see Daniels, 2005, Table 1).

No matter how such experiences may be conceptualized or how exotic they may sound, they are highly practical experiences and behavior that can result in enduring life changes (e.g., epiphanies; Ballard, 2011; McDonald, 2008; Miller & C’de Baca, 2001). More often, however, these states of open awareness and self-expansiveness beyond ego are typically time-limited, transient, and do not endure. One task of transpersonal psychologists is to help people learn how to transmute and stabilize such “peak-experiences”—that is, “an ordinarily brief and transient moment of bliss, rapture, ecstasy, greater happiness, or joy, awe, reverence, and wonder when we feel more alive, integrated, ‘here and now,’ and yet in touch with the transcendent and the sacred”—into what Abraham Maslow called “plateau experiences”—that is, “a serene and calm, rather than intensely emotional, response to what we experience as miraculous or awesome that always has a noetic and cognitive element” (Hoffman, 1996, p. 206).

According to Abraham Maslow, one of the co-founders of Transpersonal Psychology, such experiences of self-expansiveness can bring a knowledge of that which is transcendent and transpersonal (i.e., a cognition of Being; Maslow, 1964, pp. 74–81; 1968, pp. 71–102). At these transpersonal levels of the self, the person becomes motivated by what Maslow called “values of Being” (Being-values) such as wholeness, truth, beauty, aliveness, goodness, order, harmony, uniqueness, justice, and playfulness that are, in the words of transpersonal scholar Arthur Hastings (1991), “part of a larger reality of which the individual is a part” (p. 182). Transpersonal scholar Jorge Ferrer (2002) noted that “what makes transpersonal phenomena distinctly ‘transpersonal’ (as well as interesting, provocative, and transforming) is not their nonordinary or occasional ecstatic character, but the character of the knowledge they provide during an expansion of individual consciousness” (p. 9).

One aid to advancing understanding of such experiences has been the development of a variety of methods and techniques that can be used to produce them (e.g., meditation, psychedelics, self-hypnotism, holotropic breathing, yoga, active imagination, dreamwork) and psychometric instruments to assess them. For surveys of transpersonal tests and measures, see Friedman and Hartelius (2007); Friedman and MacDonald (1997, 2002); MacDonald and Friedman (2002); MacDonald, Friedman, and Kuentzel (1999); MacDonald, Kuentzel, and Friedman (1999); and MacDonald et al. (1995). Transpersonal researcher Albert Garcia-Romeau (2010) noted that it is in using such psychometric instruments that “interrelationships between self-transcendence and other biological, psychological, and spiritual constructs have been explored across a variety of populations and cultures, yielding considerable results” (p. 27).




An Integrative Whole-Person Psychology


What does it mean to say that Transpersonal Psychology is “an integrative whole-person psychology”? It means that Transpersonal Psychology takes a systems-process approach to the study of human personality; that is, it views the person as a living system of intertwining, dynamic bodymind processes consisting of “wholes that are simultaneously parts of other wholes” (holons; Wilber, 1996, p. 65) that are greater than the sum of its parts (Hartelius, 2015, p. iv). This means that a person’s subjective psychological life is embedded within a network of interdependent, mutually arising, and mutually developing physical, biological, social, cultural, and natural world interrelationships.

This webwork of relationships jointly limit, constrain, reciprocally influence, and determine one another—contexts within contexts within contexts in which everything is related to everything else (Laszlo, 2004). The theme of an integrative, whole-person psychology means that any adequate theory of personality action must take this larger context into account—the network of personal, social, and cultural relationships, the immediate physical environment, the larger natural world, and even the cosmos itself. Otherwise, a limited, partial, and even distorted understanding of the extraordinarily rich and multifaceted phenomenon of human consciousness results. Fundamentally, it means that at the most fundamental level of the unity of being “everything is related to everything else” (D. Myers, 2010, p. 8).

It also means that no individual is isolated or dwells in some private universe of his or her own because interactions always exist. Many of these interrelationships remain unknown at a conscious level, as illustrated in the following story.


Some years ago, a telephone operator in a small Cape Cod town received a daily call from a man who asked the exact time. This went on for many weeks. Finally, the operator asked the caller why he called every day requesting the right time. “Because,” the caller responded, “I am the man responsible for blowing the whistle at noon each day.” “Well, that’s mighty odd,” the operator replied, “because every day, exactly at noon, I set my clock by your whistle.”

(Turner, 1998)



A simple story, but an accurate parable of life. We are dependent upon one another, and each life has a more far-reaching effect on others than is often realized.

The limitations and barriers that time and perception place upon experience are artificial. They can be dispensed with as one learns to sample and organize larger and larger portions of available experience. Physically, your personal ego and its conscious mind are intertwined in fundamental ways with your material body and its physical brain (“embodied cognition”; Noë, 2009; L. Shapiro, 2019). Your body extends itself outward into the natural world, being essentially composed of the same physical “stuff” as everything else (i.e., atoms and molecules held together by electromagnetic and nuclear forces). The physical world rises up before your eyes, while being a part of the world that they perceive. Physically, your thoughts and emotions become materialized in the natural world through your bodily actions. In subtle ways that we do not yet fully understand, your personal ego and its conscious mind are also arguably connected to the psyche of other people, at both collective and individual levels, opening the possibility that the human psyche, as Carl Jung (1960a [1934]) put it, “in its deepest reaches participates in a form of existence beyond space and time” (p. 414).

What the study and research of transpersonal (beyond ego) experiences of self-expansiveness has disclosed is a human capacity not only to intellectually know about the existence of this connectedness but also a capacity to experience it. Transpersonal experiences disclose our capacity to overcome one’s sense of separateness and isolation and to experience in its place a sense of oneness with nature and with nature’s source. They reveal capabilities for deep communion with another person and a mystical union with what William James (1936 [1902]) termed “the supreme reality,” the “higher part of the universe” (p. 507), that is “continuous with a wider self through which saving experiences come” [emphasis in the original] (p. 505). This connectedness can even be experienced in the classroom between teacher and student and student and student (Bache, 2008).

When the personality becomes so overconcerned and rigidly fixated upon the worries and concerns of daily life and identifies mainly with the outer, most surface portions of one’s identity (i.e., the personal ego), this can inhibit the personality’s awareness of its native connectedness with everything else. The personality can begin to feel suspicious, frightened, angry, aloof, and alone. A whole-person, beyond-ego psychology of self-expansiveness has an important role to play in the reunification process of resolving the artificial division between one’s present ego personality and inner self that is beyond ego and rediscovering one’s intimate relationship with one’s body, other people, and the natural world with all of its life forms with which we share this planet Earth.




A Psychology of Transformative Process


To say that Transpersonal Psychology is a psychology of transformative process means that knowledge of transpersonal theories and concepts by itself does not work magic. Being intellectually aware but practically ignorant of the theories and concepts of Transpersonal Psychology will not provide the needed evidence for the abilities and capacities that one seeks to learn about. Transpersonal Psychology remains only a fine theory unless its concepts are given psychological roots in personal experience. It is one thing to conceptually understand what a “beyond-ego, whole-person psychology of transformative processes” means theoretically. It is quite another thing to find yourself experiencing such a transformative process first-hand. Nothing is more practical than experience and it is for this reason that experiential learning is a key aspect of Transpersonal Psychology.

Try the following experiment and give yourself permission to go along with whatever happens.


Close your eyes and try to sense within yourself the source of power from which your own breathing and life forces come. [Pause] When you feel within yourself this source, then try to sense this power flow outward through your entire physical being, through the fingertips and toes, through the pores of your body, radiating outward from your physical form like rays in all directions, with yourself as center. [Pause] Imagine the rays undiminished, reaching then through the foliage and clouds above, through the center of the earth below, extending even to the farthest reaches of the universe.

(Roberts, 1972, p. 91)



Although the experiment begins with imagination, its effects are not imaginary and are intended to open up your perceptions and expand your awareness. My intention is to introduce you to a different kind of waking consciousness and momentarily extend the frontiers of your private mind by helping you to look upon yourself, other people, and the world in a different, more expansive and interconnected way.

Although you may be theoretically fascinated by concepts and theories that hint at an interconnected universe and of a self that can extend its identity into the very fabric of the natural world and cosmos, you are just as likely to be scandalized by an experience that supports such a possibility. When you expand your taken-for-granted ideas about the nature of your personal reality, the challenge is that you are likely to find yourself having experiences that support it. Such experiences may either delight and excite you or disorient and frighten you, depending upon whether your new perceptions agree or disagree with your established worldview. You are just as apt to interpret such experiential evidence in terms of conventional beliefs with which you are already familiar to make such experiences more acceptable. A lifetime of habit and conditioning is rarely overcome in one fell swoop.

Transpersonal Psychology as a “beyond-ego, whole-person, transformative psychology” aspires to help the individual recognize that there is, in the words of transpersonal educator and researcher William Braud (2006), “More to our ways of knowing, being, and doing, and More to our nature and worldview, than commonly is recognized in conventional academic education” (p. 134). As the person becomes more familiar with how their own psyche operates at different levels of awareness throughout the day, the person automatically becomes better acquainted with other portions of their own wider, more inclusive identity. If the person’s curiosity and creative abilities are flexible enough so that learning can take place, and if experiences in daily life are attended to fully and reflectively worked with, then they can help bring about transformative changes in awareness and in worldview that lead to the development of ego strengths needed for such adventures of consciousness.

The idea is not to put aside the personal ego and its conscious reasoning mind in such endeavors, but to remember that the same resources that serve so well in daily life are needed for any effective transformational change that reaches all levels of the personality. Like their colleagues working in the field of Positive Psychology, transpersonal psychologists are interested in the study of character strengths and aspirational personality traits and their cultivation—virtues such as kindness, love, joy, peace, vision, wisdom, compassion, altruism, generosity—that promote postconventional ego development (Lopez & Snyder, 2003; Lopez, Pedrotti, & Snyder, 2015). The cultivation of these qualities of character in daily living can have practical benefits in transforming hearts and minds of individuals so that they “express spirit in action, embrace generosity and the joy of service,” and become practicing idealists who put their ideals into action (Walsh, 1999a, p. 249).

Scholar and educator Michael Daniels (2005) proposed that an event must have a “truly transformational” effect on the experiencer before it can be called “genuinely transpersonal” (p. 55). A beyond-ego, whole-person psychology—to be truly transformational—does involve an active investigation and exploration, not a passive withdrawal or fearful retreat from waking life (May, 1986). It requires that one invest time and effort in experimenting with its concepts and practices as one learns “the art of transcendence” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993b). It requires learning to “cultivate consciousness” (Rao, 1993).





II. Varieties of Transpersonal Phenomena

No final or complete definition of Transpersonal Psychology is possible at this time. One reason is that, as Frances Vaughan (1982) stated, “The transpersonal perspective is open-ended; it is always in process. It never seems to be fixed, finished, or completely defined” (p. 44). Definitions of the field have evolved over the past 50 years and will likely continue to do so as transpersonal experiences continue to be interpreted in different theistic and nontheistic ways by religious and nonreligious transpersonalists and more is learned about human personality action at “the farther reaches of human nature” (Maslow’s phrase).

Transpersonal pioneers Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1993a) recommended that any definition of Transpersonal Psychology make as few theoretical commitments as possible about the nature of the exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities that it studies. The full extent of human potential is not yet known and much remains to be discovered. As the extraordinarily rich and profoundly multifaceted phenomena of egotranscendence and ego-transformation, exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities are more fully explored in the coming decades, the present “truths” of general psychology regarding the nature of human identity can be expected to evolve into a still more comprehensive vision of human possibilities (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993d; Wilber, 1993a).




Working Outline of the Field



Listing the themes and definitions of the field is one way of responding to the question, “What is Transpersonal Psychology?” Another way is to become familiar with the phenomena that it investigates and that comprise the subject matter of the field. Transpersonal scholar Marcie Boucouvalas produced one of the first systematic working outlines of the field a decade after the death of Abraham Maslow in 1970 “to help explain the complexity and pervasiveness of the transpersonal psychology movement” and to point out directions in which future developments of the field might occur (Boucouvalas, 1980, p. 39). Edward Bynum (1992) offered another overview of the field of Transpersonal Psychology a decade later.

The field’s current scope and outline is much broader than it was in the 1980s and 1990s. An outline of the field’s current scope is obtained by examining the research published in specialized transpersonal journals. These journals include The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology [USA], the Journal of Transpersonal Research [Spain], Transpersonal Psychology Review [UK], Integral Transpersonal Journal [Italy], and the Japanese Journal of Transpersonal Psychology/Psychiatry [Japan]. The International Journal of Transpersonal Studies [USA], for instance, is an open-source online journal that is read in more than 180 countries.

The Journal of Consciousness Studies, the Journal of Scientific Exploration, Revision: Journal of Consciousness and Transformation, the Journal of Humanistic Psychology, and The Humanistic Psychologist are additional interdisciplinary journals that serve to illustrate how research into transpersonally related topics has expanded beyond the margins of the field of Transpersonal Psychology itself. Collectively, these journals represent an important forum for informing people about current research studies, clinical issues, and academic scholarship related to transpersonal topics, including that presented at national and international professional conferences and colloquia around the world (Anderson, 2017; Césarová, 2017; Hartelius, 2005). Conference papers, such as those presented at the 2014 European Transpersonal Association (EUROTAS) Conference, that are published in book format offer a good portrait of international interest in the field (McMullin, Hess, & Boucouvalas, 2017).

As the field has evolved over the past 50 years, the subject matter of Transpersonal Psychology has likewise expanded beyond experiences of self-expansiveness to include a wide variety of exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities. Former associate editor, Irene Lazarus (2018a, 2018b), on the 50th anniversary of consecutive publication of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology (JTP) conducted a thematic analysis of the titles of articles published in JTP since its inaugural issue in spring 1969. She identified topical categories reflecting prominent themes among published article titles that included aikido; altered states; awakening; consciousness; death/near death; holotropic breathwork; Indigenous traditions; intuition; kundalini; LSD/psychotropic drugs; meditation; mysticism; parapsychology; scientific research; spiritual emergency; terrorism; Transpersonal Psychology (definitions and history of the movement); transpersonal ecology; transpersonal education; transpersonal emotions; transpersonal experience; transpersonal psychotherapy; and yoga.

A working outline of the scope of Transpersonal Psychology can also be obtained by examining the contents of authoritative handbooks and textbooks, such as Harris Friedman and Glenn Hartelius’s (2013a) The Wiley-Blackwell Handbook of Transpersonal Psychology. The Index of that book identifies topics of study that currently fall under the overall auspices of the field of Transpersonal Psychology. They include altered states of consciousness, apparition/encounter experiences, channeling, creativity, dreaming, extrasensory perception, hypnosis, meditation, mind-body healing, near-death experiences, out-of-body experiences, past-life memories, peak experiences, psychedelic-induced experiences, psychodynamic processes, psychospiritual integrative practices, sexual experiences, shamanism, spiritual emergencies, spontaneous healing, survival of consciousness, transformative learning, and Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field.

Computerized databases, specialized collections, and archives (e.g., Master’s theses, doctoral dissertations) are another source of information about the scope of Transpersonal Psychology (Lukoff & Lu, 1989). Book publishers, such as the State University of New York Press (Albany, NY) and Shambhala (Boston, Colorado, and London) issue many books on transpersonally related topics in philosophy, psychology, and religious studies annually. Francis Kaklauskas, Carla Clements, Dan Hocoy, and Louis Hoffman’s (2016) two-volume work Shadow and Light: Theory, Research, and Practice in Transpersonal Psychology outlines the subtle complexities of transpersonal theory and practice and how the field has responded to calls for increased attention to feminist theory, ecological concerns, ethnocentricism, indigenous psychologies, black psychologies, and cross-cultural issues. In this manner, the subdiscipline of Transpersonal Psychology expands and extends the scope and outline of the content domain of general psychology itself.





Transpersonal (Awakening) Experience and Human Transformative Capacities



If general psychology is defined as the psychological science of behavior and mental processes, then Transpersonal Psychology can be defined as the human science of transpersonal (beyond ego) experience and human transformative capacity. Transpersonal psychiatrist Roger Walsh and psychotherapist Frances Vaughan (1993a) proposed the following relatively theory-neutral definition of transpersonal experiences: “Transpersonal experiences are experiences in which the sense of identity or self extends beyond (trans) the individual or personal to encompass wider aspects of humankind, life, psyche, and cosmos” (p. 3).

Arthur Hastings (1991), former president of the Association for Transpersonal Psychology, stated that such experiences “appear to be an intrinsic part of human nature [and] can be studied objectively as a psychology of consciousness and human development” (p. 182). They may be interpreted in either theistic terms (e.g., giving contact with the consciousness of God or the divine) or nonreligious terms (e.g., the universe is perceived as harmonious and unified). They can occur spontaneously (e.g., experiencing natural beauty, sexual intercourse) or evoked deliberately through meditation, ingesting a psychedelic substance, or fervent prayer. During transpersonal experiences, according to Hastings (1991), “opposites are transcended, and qualities of goodness, beauty, and meaning are experienced directly” (p. 182).

British transpersonal researcher Steve Taylor (2010, 2017) has conducted research into the transpersonal experience of “awakening,” which he described as



The temporary expansion and intensification of awareness, in which our state of being, our vision of the world and our relationship to it are transformed, bringing a sense of clarity, revelation and well-being. We perceive a sense of harmony and meaning and transcend our normal sense of separateness from the world, experiencing a sense of connection and even unity.

(Taylor & Egeto-Szabo, 2017, p. 45)




Among the significant after-effects of “awakening” is a shift in perspective (i.e., “gaining a new sense of identity”) and in values (i.e., becoming “less materialistic, more altruistic”) (pp. 48–49).

Awakening experiences are defined in different ways by different authors (Kilrea & Hartelius, 2018). Kelly Kilrea (2018) defines spiritual awakening experiences as “a permanent, marked transformation in one’s sense of identity, relationship to others, and the world at large [that] includes an intensification of present-moment experience, and a greater sense of connection with all humanity” (p. 67). Both Steven Taylor and Kelly Kilrea report that awakening experiences can occur in both secular and traditional religious settings.






Exceptional Experiences



Many phenomena that fall under the auspices of Transpersonal Psychology include what parapsychologist Rhea White (1990, 1992, 1997a, 1997b, 1998) called “exceptional experiences” (EEs) and “exceptional human experiences” (EHEs). Transpersonal researchers Genie Palmer and William Braud (2002) list approximately 100 exceptional experiences (EEs) categorized into five major classes that have come to be recognized as part of the content matter of the field. They are:



	Mystical/unitive experiences include examples of charisms, cosmic consciousness, Gaia experiences, glossolalia, human/animal communication, kundalini awakening, religious conversion, revelation, and wilderness experiences.

	Encounter-type experiences include instances of encounters with angels, demons, apparitions of the living or dead, ghosts, poltergeists, imaginary playmates, doppelgangers, and UFOs.

	Psychic/paranormal experiences include experiences of apports, automatism, bilocation, extrasensory perception, faith healing, levitation, out-of-body projections, and psychokinesis.

	Unusual death-related experiences include experiences of apparitions, psychokinesis at the time of death or afterwards, near-death life review, mediumistic communications, past-life recall, and phantom phone calls.

	The large category of exceptional normal experiences includes experiences of altered space-time perception, Big dreams, lucid dreams, creativity, deep hypnosis, déjà vu, empathy, exceptional performance, falling in love, flow, hypnagogia/hypnopompia, inspiration, nostalgia, orgasm, peak-experiences, plateau-experiences, synesthesia, and synchronicities such as being at the right time at the right place to receive something wonderful that you need just when you need it.




Parapsychologist Rhea White (1997a) called these experiences “exceptional.” Other writers have called them “supernatural,” “paranormal,” “the unclassified residuum,” “wondrous events,” or “anomalous experiences.” Transpersonal researcher William Braud (2003a) referred to them as “nonordinary” and “transcendent” experiences—“nonordinary because of their relative rarity and unfamiliarity, and transcendent because they go beyond our conventional understanding of ourselves and of the world” (pp. 3–4).

Exceptional experiences, like transpersonal awakening experiences, tend to occur spontaneously and are generally not predictable. According to Rhea White (1997a), “we cannot predict when the door to the All-Self [i.e., White’s term for “our awareness of our oneness with all things”] will open, nor can we keep it from shutting” (p. 93). Many exceptional experiences (EEs) are dissociative experiences; that is, the “reported experiences and observed behaviors seem to exist apart from, or appear to be disconnected from, the mainstream, or flow, of one’s conscious awareness, behavioral repertoire, and/or self-identity” (Krippner, 1997a, p. 8).

Michael Murphy (1992), co-founder of Esalen Institute (Big Sur, CA)—an important growth center of humanistic and transpersonal psychologies—published a compendium of human transformative capacities and practices that constitute part of the content domain of Transpersonal Psychology. Although exceptional experiences and human transformative capacity may sound esoteric or occult, they are natural kinds of phenomena that, just like other natural events, can be studied by scientific (quantitative and qualitative) research methods (Anderson & Braud, 2011; Braud & Anderson, 1998). “They are in the world of nature,” as Abraham Maslow (1971) put it, “and are therefore proper subjects for scientific study and research” (p. 316). They are highly practical experiences and involve the very nature of creativity itself (i.e., openness, nonrationality, originality, connectedness, self-actualization; Runco & Pritzker, 1999).



How Exceptional Experiences (EEs) Become Exceptional Human Experiences (EHEs)


Exceptional experiences are anomalous (nonordinary) experiences that, in and of themselves, do not necessarily lead to transformative changes in the individual who has them. According to Rhea White (1997a), “Thus, all EHEs are associated with anomalous experiences but not all anomalous experiences develop into EHEs” (p. 93). Because people tend to focus so narrowly and rigidly upon their daily work-a-day problems and waking concerns, they ordinarily are unaware of their wider creative capacities. When intrusions of a creative or anomalous nature do occur that give hints of something More—for example, unusual bodily sensations or emotions, ideas or memories, mental images or impulses that originate from other layers of the psyche—they may be frightening, considered foreign and “not-self” or dangerous, weird and crazy, perhaps even signs of mental disturbance. Such experiences tend to be automatically shut out by the ego-directed portions of the personality and permitted only during sleep, in dreams, or in instances of creative inspiration.

In the transpersonal literature, such intrusions may be referred to as either a “spiritual emergence” or a “spiritual emergency” depending on whether they bring about some sort of psychological crisis for the individual (Bragdon, 1990; S. Grof & C. Grof, 1989a). Various transpersonal treatment models have been developed to address such disorientations so that the experiences are not prematurely pathologized and their beneficial transformative effects are not overlooked or ignored because of anticipatory fear (i.e., transpersonal psychotherapies; Boorstein, 1996; Cortright, 1997; Fracasso, Greyson, & Friedman, 2013; Wellings & McCormick, 2004). When the journey through fear is made, then exceptional experiences (EEs) have the potential of triggering transformative change and becoming exceptional human experience (EHEs). Transpersonal researcher William Braud (2003a) noted that “under special circumstances, such exceptional experiences can trigger transformative changes in us, and working with such experiences can allow us to transcend what we were before they visited us” (pp. 3–4).

Rhea White (1997a, pp. 93–97) identified five conditions that need to be fulfilled for an exceptional experience (EE) to become an exceptional human experience (EHE). They are:



	The experience seems personally special and meaningful.

	All attempts to explain it away fail.

	The experiencer concludes that the experience was genuine and as real as any other life experience instead of dismissing it as an illusion, delusion, deliberate fraud, fantasy, suggestion, subliminal perception, cryptomnesia, physiological or psychological disorder.

	The experiencer resolves to include the EE in his or her life narrative even though it contradicts the prevailing Western worldview.

	The experiencer begins to work with the experience so that it begins to change the person’s life in major ways and become a part of the individual’s day-to-day experience.




What transforms an exceptional experience (EE) into an exceptional human experience (EHE) is recognizing the experience as something special and personally meaningful, acknowledging it as a genuine and real event, accepting it as a part of one’s life story, and working to integrate it into one’s being-in-the-world.

EHEs carry the individual out away from the restricted identity of the personal ego and simultaneously closer to an inner identity that the personal ego usually attempts to deny. The personal ego becomes aware of what William James (1936 [1902]) called “a wider self through which saving experiences come” and in contact with a “higher part of the universe” that is “More of the same quality” (pp. 505–507) (i.e., what Rhea White called “the All-Self”). The experiencer’s identity and worldview become transformed so that the ego-self and the All-Self are no longer dissociated. In one exploratory study of EHEs, Brown and White (1997) reported “a sense of reverence for all life and moral consciousness as aftereffects of EHEs becomes a major transformative or pivotal point in the experiencer’s everyday life stream of events” (p. 155).

There are many “paths beyond ego” (Walsh and Vaughan’s phrase) and Rhea White (1998) suggested that one path is observing the transformative process of EHEs secondhand “by reading autobiographical accounts of those who have had EHEs, or EHE autobiographies” (p. 135). Reading about exceptional experiences such as afterlife encounters (Arcangel, 2005), epiphanies (Ballard, 2011), possession trance mediumship (Roberts, 1970), psychedelic experiences (Bache, 2000a), sacred weeping (Anderson, 1996), awakening (S. Taylor, 2017), states of grace (Ferrucci, 1990), tears of wonder-joy (Braud, 2001), and near-death experiences (E. Alexander, 2012; Ring, 1998) are examples such accounts. “Even if readers are not convinced,” White (1998) stated, “they may come away more open to such experiences” (p. 135).

The transformative effects of exceptional human experiences reportedly bring health benefits to individuals who experience them (Braud, 2012). These benefits, however, are not automatic. Rhea White (1998) observed: “I do not believe these experiences will be able to aid us in realizing our human potential until we first learn how to cooperate with the process involved” (p. 130). This process of “cooperating with the experience,” according to White, requires us “to honor these experiences by maintaining an open stance toward them, welcoming their occurrence, making an effort to become familiar with the folklore and scientific findings of each as it occurs, and helping colleagues and research participants do the same” (p. 130).




Writing an EHE (Scientific) Autobiography


One way of honoring one’s exceptional human experience so that it becomes fully owned and integrated into one’s life is to compose an EHE autobiography (White, 1998). An EHE autobiography basically consists of a person’s chronological record of those exceptional experiences of people, places, events, visions, dreams, déjà vu experiences, and encounters that personally affected him or her (e.g., Grof, 2006; Grosso, 1997a; Krippner, 2002). White (1998) proposed that scientists write “a log of EEs related specifically to research and work” (p. 137). As one reflectively works with such experiences and tries to understand them, previously unknown aspects of oneself, one’s body, other people, and the natural world begin to be disclosed. Transformative changes can occur in one’s being, knowing, and acting in the world that allows the present ego personality, in the words of transpersonal scientist William Braud (2003a), “to recognize and express More of oneself than was previously realized or appreciated” (p. 15). The important point, stated Rhea White (1998), is “to honor the source of the insight by writing and speaking, both publically and professionally, of the experiences’ role in [one’s] life and work, and by including mention of them in reports of research in which they act as facilitator rather than as subjects” (p. 130).

When shared and communicated with other researchers, EHEs have the potential of helping other scientists and clinicians acknowledge their own exceptional experiences which they may have previously denied. It can help others become more open to accepting the nature of basic reality that these experiences imply (e.g., shared visionary events, Ferrer (2014); encounter with the Angel Holy Spirit, Lahood [2014]). Parapsychologist William Braud (1994) called upon psi investigators to share their own psychic experiences because doing so “may be beneficial to physical and psychological health, may actually enhance the reality of psi, and may ultimately be more convincing than laboratory tests to other scientists” (p. 293).




EEs Are Natural Phenomena Studied by Scientific Methods


Exceptional human experiences are real experiences that happen to real people and have tangible effects on the people who have them. Whatever the ultimate explanation, exceptional human experiences represent evocative demonstrations of personality action that form part of the spectrum of human consciousness and deserve further study. When investigated in a rigorous way by disciplined methods of inquiry and by assessment measures that have good psychometric properties, such phenomena have the potential to “expand, extend, enrich, and enliven” mainstream psychological thinking about the nature of ordinary and nonordinary human personality functioning (Braud, 1998a, p. 9).

One self-report measure that possesses good psychometric properties (e.g., internal and test-retest reliabilities, discriminant and convergent validity) for the study of such phenomena is the 25-item Exceptional Experiences Questionnaire (EEQ) developed by Niko Kohls and Harald Walach (2006). Kohls and Walach define exceptional experiences as “experiences that touch on areas outside the common-sense reality of our everyday world, e.g., a sense of enlightenment or certainty, a feeling of unity, presentiment or telepathic experiences” (p. 126). Their research using the EEQ disclosed the constructive role that spiritual practice plays in shaping the nature of exceptional spiritual experiences. They define spiritual practice as “any regular activity intended and designed to elicit spiritual experiences” and includes prayer, meditation, forms of contemplation, Tai Chi or Chi Gong, and the different kinds of yoga techniques (p. 126). Spiritual practice appears to provide easier access to EEs. Spiritual practice also appears to facilitate the attribution of a positive meaning to EEs when they do occur in individuals who may otherwise be unprepared for them, especially when they involve destabilizing experiences of losing oneself or losing one’s coherent picture of the world.






Why Parapsychology Is a Transpersonal Concern





The Parapsychology of Transpersonal Phenomena


Many exceptional (transpersonal) experiences—such as near-death experiences, past-life memories, mediumistic communications, apparitions and deathbed experiences, and yogic Siddhis—constitute research areas common to both Transpersonal Psychology and parapsychology (Rock, Storm, Irwin, & Beischel, 2013; Tart, 2009, 2019). Sean Saiter and Glenn Hartelius (2012) noted a significant overlap between these two subdisciplines of psychology and the differences in their respective approaches. They noted that “parapsychologists tend to view these phenomena separate from their spiritual context, whereas transpersonal researchers are more likely to be interested in how such experiences relate to spirituality as an aspect of human functioning” (Saiter & Hartelius, 2012, p. 47).

Charles Tart (2002), a parapsychologist and pioneer theoretician in the field of Transpersonal Psychology, has consistently argued that psychic research has important implications for Transpersonal Psychology because of the evidence that it provides for the existence of many of the exceptional human experiences that transpersonal researchers study. According to Tart (2004), “Parapsychological findings provide a solid scientific basis for our transpersonal work” and “while there are political costs in allying with another controversial field, in the long run the case for transpersonal psychology can be based on a rigorous scientific base such as parapsychology provides” (pp. 66, 68). Although the existence of psi functioning remains a controversial issue in psychology, even among some transpersonal psychologists (Krippner & Friedman, 2010a), it remains an important topic of study in Transpersonal Psychology (e.g., the relationship between psi functioning and brain states; Krippner & Friedman, 2010b).




The Parapsychology of Spirituality


The development of scientific parapsychology over the past century has opened doors to the study of exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities that were previously thought to be restricted solely to the province of religion (e.g., communication with discarnates, faith healing, intercessory prayer, miracle cures, mystical experiences, apparitions, Catholic charisms). Many of the phenomena investigated in the early days of psychic research and by present-day parapsychologists (e.g., telepathy, precognition, remote viewing, psychokinesis, out-of-body projections in near-death experiences, apparitions of the deceased, past life experiences suggestive of reincarnation) were first reported by Christian and non-Christian saints, mystics, and sages. The historical connection between parapsychological phenomena and religion and spirituality has always been strong.

Parapsychologist Michael Grosso (1997b) proposed that “psychical research and parapsychology provide data and concepts for a new interpretation of religious and spiritual phenomena and can account for the persistence of beliefs and experiences that bear on supernatural entities, worlds, and dimensions” (pp. 102–103). Transpersonal parapsychologist William Braud (1997), drawing upon his experimental studies of direct mental interactions involving living systems, expressed the view that individuals on a spiritual path can look to parapsychological findings as providing some sort of evidence that “at least some of the processes and concepts encountered are ‘real’ in a more traditional sense and are not delusions, projections, or misinterpretations” (p. 150). Charles Tart (1997b) emphasized this family resemblance between parapsychology and spirituality in even stronger terms in his book, Body Mind Spirit: The Parapsychology of Spirituality, where he discussed “how we have strong scientific evidence in parapsychology and why that gives general support to some kind of reality to a spiritual world and a spiritual life” (p. 25).




Contribution to Scientific Foundation of Transpersonal Psychology


The scientific evidence for some of these psi phenomena—telepathy, precognition, remote viewing, and psychokinesis—is so well-established by laboratory studies that most psi researchers no longer continue to look for proof of their existence (i.e., proof-oriented experiments) but focus on questions about how it works (i.e., process-oriented experiments; Cardeña, Palmer, & Marcusson-Clavertz, 2015; Carpenter, 2012; Radin, 1997; Utts, 2001). Drawing upon the insights of modern consciousness research of subliminal perception, parapsychologist James Carpenter (2012), for example, proposed that paranormal (psi) processes “serve as the implicit foundation out of which all experience is formed” (p. 40).

Why are we not more consciously aware of this underlying psi process in daily life? Aspect Psychology proposed the evocative hypothesis that telepathic reception of the thoughts of others is occurring all the time but is mistakenly interpreted as being nothing more than one’s own thoughts. How can one tell the difference between telepathically received impressions and one’s own thoughts? Telepathic impressions are characteristically unrelated to what the person is thinking or doing at the time and startle us by their resemblance to seeming insignificant events (e.g., a telephone call or visit from a friend) that occur immediately after a prior thought or perception (e.g., hearing someone call your name even though you are alone). Any one instance can be explained as coincidence, but as such “coincidences” accumulate and are honestly recorded, critically analyzed, and carefully checked out, certain patterns can emerge that make mere chance a less likely explanation for the observed correlations (Roberts, 1966, pp. 86–104).




Practical Experiment: Psychological Time (Psy-Time)


Whatever the nature of telepathy, clairvoyance, and precognition may turn out to be, at the very least, they are indications that our species possesses a highly sophisticated network of inner communication and inner methods of perception that are equipped to perceive data that is not physical. For working purposes, presume for a moment that you possess “Inner Senses” that correspond to the outer, physical ones (Roberts, 1970, pp. 251–263). Aspect Psychology proposed that the Inner Senses operate constantly beneath normal waking consciousness, represent the telepathic and clairvoyant abilities of the species, and are equipped to perceive data that is not physical. “Using the Inner Senses,” Roberts states, “we simply increase our entire range of perceptions” (p. 253).

If the Inner Senses do in fact exist, then we should be able to experience them in a concrete way and put them to the test of action and further development. The following experiments, adapted from Aspect Psychology, are intended to provide practice in the use of the Inner Senses (Roberts, 1970, p. 256; 1972, pp. 65–66). The aim of the experiments is to take you beyond your ordinary ego-bound waking state of awareness by turning down the outer physical senses (e.g., by closing your eyes and relaxing your body) and turning the focus of attention and awareness in another direction—inward. The process is like the one that occurs in the Ganzfeld procedure—one of the more successful research paradigms in experimental parapsychology (Honorton & Harper, 1974).

Two different ways of how to perform this experiment are described. Read the directions beforehand to become thoroughly familiar with them and then perform in the ways suggested.


Sit or lie quietly alone and close your eyes. [Pause]. Pretend that there is a world within as vivid and real as the physical one. [Pause]. Now, turn off your physical senses. If you want, imagine that they have dials and you flip them off, one by one. [Pause]. Then imagine that the Inner Senses have another set of dials. Imaginatively turn them on. [Pause] This is one method of beginning.

You may, instead, just lie quietly and concentrate on a dark screen until images or lights appear on it. [Pause]. Within your mind you may see bright lights. You may hear sounds or voices. Some may be telepathic or clairvoyant messages. Some may simply be subconscious pictures. As you practice, you will learn to tell one from the other. You may have various kinds of subjective experiences, from extrasensory episodes to simple periods of inspiration and direction.

Roberts, 1970, p. 256)



The idea is to expand your conscious mind by letting its concepts bring into focus other levels of experience that the conscious mind can intrinsically perceive and utilize. As this happens, other layers of consciousness automatically open.

Each person will find her or his own way of making this “opening up” happen. You may find other versions of the Psi-Time experiment more successful. Begin, for example, in the following way:



Pretend that you are on a lighted stage, the stage being the room in which you now sit. [Pause]. Close your eyes and pretend that the lights have gone off, the setting has disappeared, and you are alone. Everything is dark. Be quiet. [Pause]. Imagine as vividly as you can the existence of inner senses. For now, pretend that they correspond to your physical ones. Clear from your mind all thoughts and worries. Be receptive. Very gently listen, not to physical sounds but to sounds that come from the inner senses. Images may begin to appear. Accept them as sights quite as valid as those you see physically. [Pause]. Simply accept them, but do not attempt to make any overall judgments or interpretations at this stage. Ten minutes a day to begin is quite sufficient.

(Roberts, 1972, pp. 65–66)




This simple experiment in the use of the Inner Senses can be performed before sleep, while resting, or during an ordinary task that does not take all of your attention. If you are successful with either of these versions of the Psy-Time experiment, you may find that alternate modes of perception become available to enable the events of your life to be viewed from more than one perspective.






Conclusion


Transpersonal Psychology explores some of the most diverse kinds of psychological phenomena currently studied in general psychology today—from the most conventional to the most unusual. According to transpersonal scholar Robert Frager (1989),



Transpersonal psychology focuses on three domains—the psychology of personal development, the psychology of consciousness, and spiritual psychology. These three main areas overlap to form the field of transpersonal psychology…. The transpersonal approach to each of these areas is based on an inherent interest in studying human capacities and potentials and a fundamental premise that these capacities are far greater than our current understanding.

(p. 289)



It would be a mistake to assume that Transpersonal Psychology is simply a basket term for collecting every sort of weird and bizarre experience or behavior that a truly disciplined and scientific psychology would reject as the product of fuzzy thinking and misplaced effort. As Jamesian historian and humanistic scholar Eugene Taylor (1992) noted, “Such a stereotype is, of course, inaccurate. For like the fabled philosopher’s stone, its seemingly weird exterior masks a more important philosophical challenge, the full articulation and subsequent flowering of which may yet prove to be the undoing of the reductionist mainstream” (p. 285).

This philosophical challenge is embodied in Transpersonal Psychology’s vision of a psychology for the 21st century that is “transpersonal, transhuman, centered in the cosmos rather than in human needs and interest, going beyond humanness, identity, self-actualization, and the like” (Maslow, 1968, p. iv). It is grounded in what Abraham Maslow (1968) identified as the “basic propositions of a growth and self-actualization psychology” (pp. 189–214). It is documented in the empirical evidence for the basic reality of subjective life beyond ego (Ellenberger, 1970) and human transformative capacities (Murphy, 1992). It is inspired by the open-ended possibilities of consciousness evolution for the human species (Grof, 1988b).

The philosophical challenge of Transpersonal Psychology to general psychology is also embodied in the variety of transpersonal orientations and perspectives that provide unique viewpoints and valuable approaches to the study of the extraordinarily complex, many-layered, multidimensional phenomena of consciousness. Because there are many possible ways to describe and explain the transpersonal nature of human psychology, multiple approaches that focus on different aspects of exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities is the most “scientific” thing to do.








Chapter 2


Variety of Transpersonal Orientations
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I. Key Ideas That Define a Transpersonal Orientation

Transpersonal Psychology is a psychology of human possibilities. It is a beyond-ego psychology that studies experiences in which one’s sense of self extends beyond (trans) the personal ego to encompass larger portions of one’s own identity and wider aspects of life, mind, and consciousness. It is a whole-person psychology that approaches the study of the human being as a unity-identity-whole of physical, biological, psychological, social, and spiritual aspects. It is a psychology of transformation that advocates the experiential exploration of the hidden contours of the psyche—its human expression—to gather evidence and advance understanding of the basic reality of subjective life and of those transformative capacities and creative abilities that lie latent but active within each person.

At the center of this psychology and interdisciplinary inquiry of subjective life is a model of the human person and an orientation to the study of human experience and behavior that presumes people’s life and actions are meaningful and that all psychological processes occur against the background of spirituality as the primary reality. According to Stanislav Grof, one of the co-founders of Transpersonal Psychology, “what truly defines the transpersonal orientation is a model of the human psyche that recognizes the importance of the spiritual or cosmic dimensions and the potential for consciousness evolution” (Grof, 1985, p. 197). It is an orientation to the study of human experience and behavior that presumes contacting a deeper source of wisdom and guidance is not only possible but also helpful to growth. It is a focus that believes uniting a person’s conscious will and aspiration with impulses toward ultimate or ideal states is of superordinate therapeutic value. It is an approach that supposes nonordinary states of consciousness are one way of accessing transpersonal experiences and can be an aid to healing and growth.

Transpersonal Psychology is not simply another subdiscipline of psychology. It is also, in the words of author and educator Robert Frager (1989), “a point of view, a perspective that can be applied to a wide variety of areas, not only in psychology but also in anthropology, sociology, and other disciplines involving human behavior” (p. 289). Transpersonal author Frances Vaughan defined the transpersonal orientation in the following terms:



It assumes that healthy personal growth evolves into selfless service. Thus, a transpersonal orientation is basically an orientation of service to the world.… Part of the transpersonal purpose is to evoke the highest potential in human beings. A transpersonal orientation looks at the transformational process and attempts to understand it, so that it can be facilitated and encouraged.… In transpersonal development that extends beyond the personal goals of ego development, we recognize that we all exist in a web of mutually conditioned relationships. Thus, the transpersonal orientation is based on an awareness of our interdependence, not only in relationship to each other—but to the environment as well.

(Vaughan, 1982, pp. 37–39)




Integrative and inclusive, an orientation of service, a cross-cultural and interdisciplinary perspective, a concern for the highest potential in human beings, an awareness of interdependence, an open-ended process, recognition of spiritual and cosmic dimensions to the human psyche—all these are defining features of a transpersonal orientation to the study of human experience and behavior.




What It Includes and What It Excludes



It is important to recognize not only what a transpersonal orientation includes but also what it excludes. A transpersonal orientation (a) does not exclude the personal ego; (b) does not limit the type of expansion of identity possible; (c) is not limited to any specific philosophy or worldview; (d) does not limit research to a particular method; and (e) does not limit inquiry to a particular content domain (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 4).



Does Not Exclude the Personal Ego


First, although Transpersonal Psychology is a “beyond ego” psychology, it does not exclude or invalidate the present ego personality from its understanding of ordinary human experience and behavior and more expansive views of consciousness. Instead, it places the personal goals of ego development within a larger context, with greater purpose and meaning than ordinarily assigned to it by general psychology. Transpersonal scholars Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1993a) stated, “Indeed, one interpretation of the term transpersonal is that the transcendent is expressed through (trans) the personal” (p. 4). As transpersonal researcher William Braud (2003a) put it, “When we transcend something, we need not leave it behind. Rather, we can expand to encompass more than before, but we can continue to include and honor what was previously there” (p. 22). This means respecting people’s differing capacities in sexual orientation, gender, race, ethnicity, and age and addressing how these socially and culturally constructed identities are transcended and transformed in transpersonal development.

By retaining the construct of the personal ego in its calculations, the transpersonal orientation builds upon and extends the psychodynamic perspective of conventional psychology. The personal ego, in the present context, refers to the highly specialized, focused, and limited portion of the whole Self (capitalized to emphasize its expansive and inclusive nature) that consists of “conscious perceptions, memories, thoughts, and feelings. [It] is responsible for one’s feeling of identity and continuity, and from the viewpoint of the individual person it is regarded as being at the center of consciousness” (Hall & Lindzey, 1978, p. 118). In this respect, the construct of “personal ego” (aka “ego-self” and “conscious I”) is aligned with the psychodynamic meaning of ego as C. G. Jung (Edinger, 1972; Jung, 1953a [1945]) and Roberto Assagioli (1965, 1988) used the term. The concept of the personal ego remains a handy framework for explaining many facets of personality action and has proven to be a useful construct for relating the wake-a-day self to transpersonal (beyond ego) aspects of its wider identity (e.g., Assagioli’s (1965) lower, middle, superconscious and the “higher” Transpersonal Self).


IMPORTANCE OF THE EGO FOR PHYSICAL SURVIVAL

Transpersonal Psychology does not exclude the personal ego from its understanding of transpersonal experience because of the important function that the personal ego serves in facilitating the organism’s biological survival in physical reality. Psychodynamically, the ego-self is the stable yet ever-changing, outwardly focused portion of the personality structure that is psychologically equipped to deal with an objectified physical reality, rules of cause and effect, and consecutive moments. Among its other functions, the personal ego or phenomenal “I” has the responsibility of protecting and maintaining the body’s survival in the physical world. As a vital part of the whole Self, this highly specialized form of self-consciousness should not be intentionally, deliberately, or purposefully torn apart, weakened, excluded, left behind, shunted aside, obliterated, or otherwise incapacitated and prevented from performing its primary function of ensuring the survival of the bodily organism. Otherwise, difficulties are encountered.

To do so, in fact, can create imbalance and psychopathology in the personality (Engler, 1983; M. Epstein, 1992). Clinical psychologist Steven Hedlin pointed out that disrespecting, discounting, or denigrating the identity, security, and self-esteem needs of the present ego personality in pursuit of enlightenment, “erroneously assumes that the normal concerns of the ego—such as being able to function well in the world—have nothing to do with the ‘quest for oneness’” (cited in Fields, Taylor, Weyler, & Ingrasci, 1984, p. 11). Working through personal psychological material and establishing a healthy sense of self is a prerequisite for balanced transpersonal development (Assagioli, 1965). It is difficult to integrate the two worlds of ordinary waking consciousness and nonordinary enlightened consciousness if you are unable to effectively live in either one (Kornfield, 2000). The ego may be a fiction when considered from a certain point of view, but it is nevertheless a highly useful illusion that must be maintained if one is to live effectively in the world. As the 14th Dalai Lama is reputed to have said, “You need an ego to get the bus.” The ego, your ego, is a portion of your whole Self. It is not to be dumped aside but taken along in one’s symbolic journey to “Know Thyself.”

Your personal ego is basically inseparable from your inner subconscious psyche that, in the words of William James at the turn of the century, was already “a well-accredited psychological entity” (James, 1936 [1902], p. 501). You do not live outside your psyche, in other words, but within it. The ego cannot legitimately be treated as something that stands entirely outside the framework of the psyche’s greater existence. The division between the ego as a psychological structure and the rest of the psyche is arbitrary and artificial. Differences are functional differences and conceptual distinctions are made so that they can be talked about separately.

Transhumanistic Aspect Psychology considers the personal ego as a functionally important psychological extension of the whole Self that evolved to direct behavior in the physical world (Roberts, 1974). Under the ego’s auspices, the clear brilliance and exquisite focus of normal waking consciousness is achieved that creates a given kind of experience that is valid, real, and necessary to the life of the physical body. It may be only one small portion of one’s wider identity yet is still supported, sustained, and filled with the same psychical energy and vitality of the whole Self. The ego can hardly be inferior to that which composes it or to the whole Self of which it is a necessary and vital aspect.



EGO’S FUNCTION AS INTERPRETER AND ORGANIZER OF EXPERIENCE

Another reason why Transpersonal Psychology does not exclude the personal ego is the ego’s function as interpreter and organizer of experience. Exceptional human experiences are apt to carry the personality into new realms of perception. They may even represent a meaningful breakthrough that provides the opportunity and impetus for a more fulfilling life. From a psychodynamic perspective, in order for an individual to receive and understand perceptions and knowledge that exists beyond one’s usual concepts and thoughts and have them become part of the organization of the personality’s overall identity, then it must be filtered through the individual’s personal subconscious and interpreted by the present ego personality self-structure (Beahrs, 1982). The ego with its conscious mind serves as an interpreter and organizer of experience so that the received inner illuminations and intuitional realizations are translated into familiar terms that the overall personality can understand and accept. This means that the ego must eventually become aware of them, interpreting, and organizing those received insights together into meaningful patterns so they can be utilized in normal daily waking life.

For the fullest personality development, these perceptions and intuitive realizations must be made conscious and translated through self-structures of the personality, in other words. In the long run, any expansion of consciousness must include the present ego personality if such experiences are to effectively become a part of an overall effectively operating personality structure and of the organization of the overall Self. In certain respects, it is a life-long process that C. G. Jung referred to as “Individuation” (Edinger, 1972; Jung, 1953b [1945]).



DIRECTIVE INFLUENCE OF EGO’S BELIEFS

Another reason why Transpersonal Psychology does not exclude the personal ego is because of the directive influence that the ego’s beliefs and expectations play in influencing the occurrence of exceptional human experiences. Here the transpersonal perspective intersects with the cognitive perspective of conventional psychology. Important blockages can occur when people tell themselves, on the one hand, that transpersonal experiences exist and then take up a spiritual practice to experience nondual awareness while, on the other hand, at the same time they consider such experiences unreal or do not believe in the efficacy of such practices to begin with.

Exceptional human experiences, such as a profound psychedelic experience, in and of themselves, are not sufficient to produce a positive transformation (e.g., make the person wiser, more tolerant, and more compassionate) or transform a person into a more enlightened human being. One of the discoveries of modern consciousness research is that most psychedelic substances are nonspecific catalysts or amplifiers of deep levels of the psyche that elicit no standard, invariant response to the drug (i.e., there is no “LSD experience” per se; Grof, 1980). Expansions of self-consciousness can have a transformative effect upon waking life, but whether or not it does depends on how the experience is interpreted and what meaning is attributed to the event.

It is the meaning of the event attributed to it by the experiencing subject—whether induced by meditation, LSD, shamanic drumming, or Holotropic Breathing—that influences what knowledge is obtained and capacity acquired, not the mere experiencing of the event per se, in other words. According to Igor Berkhin and Glenn Hartelius (2011), “the cognitive aspect of mind is of utmost importance.… Profound changes come about through meanings, not through events. An extra-ordinary state can bring attention to the fact that the world is not limited to material things, and thus prompt a re-evaluation of one’s life, but it can as easily go by and leave no trace” (pp. 63–66).

The directive influence of the ego’s beliefs also has important ramifications for one’s state of health and illness. Illness may not necessarily mean a person wants to be ill subconsciously or that the person is receiving some psychological benefit or that the illness fulfills some need. It may be because of some unhealthy mental or affective factor operating within the present ego personality that is materialized in physical form (e.g., fear, false belief, learned response, memory patterns). The ego deals directly with the contents of the conscious mind and its interpretations produce an inner environment of thoughts and concepts with which the body consciousness must contend.

The subconscious mind and the cells of the body do not try to make sense of the social, political, scientific, psychological, philosophical, and religious beliefs that pervade the human cultural world, but must rely upon the interpretation of the ego and its reasoning mind. The literature on psychosomatic medicine indicates that the person’s consciously available, but psychologically invisible, beliefs and expectations play an important role in “setting the stage” for emotional and bodily changes and for the occurrence of psychological crises of various kinds (C. Grof & S. Grof, 1990). In terms of the quality of one’s mental and physical health, a person’s beliefs and expectations are especially important (Justice, 1988).



EGO’S INHERENT RESILIENT, CURIOUS, AND CREATIVE NATURE

Many psychodynamically oriented transpersonal psychologists have moved beyond Freud’s formulation of the unconscious while retaining the important concept of ego (Freud, 1959 [1915], 1989 [1923]). They recognize that the present ego personality self-structure, if it is flexible and open enough, is potentially capable of receiving, interpreting, and organizing experience and knowledge that is beyond its current understanding. The practice of psychotherapy presupposes this. The ego does want to accurately understand and interpret the material portions of its experience and relate effectively to physical reality.

Difficulties are always encountered, however, when the present ego personality considers itself as the only self and thereby cuts itself off to a large degree (but never completely) from the other psychical dimensions of its being that supports it. Separating itself from the more intuitive portions of its overall identity, it becomes isolated and afraid and held in a kind of spiritual rigidity that limits its understanding of the nature of itself and of basic reality. Through social and cultural conditioning, the ego becomes “muscle-bound,” a tyrant that does not want to admit the existence of any dimensions of subjective life other than those with which it is familiar and comfortable and accepts. The outer personality hampers its natural impulses toward ultimate states of Being and value-fulfillment because it has been trained, conditioned, and socialized to do so by parents and teachers, science and society, psychology, and religion (Emmons, 2005a). After putting blinders upon the ego, hampering its perceptions and native flexibility, its rigidity and narrowness is observed and then used as evidence for concluding that this is its natural function.

One of the protective functions of the ego is to act as a dam, holding back other perceptions so that it is not overwhelmed. This is not the ego’s only function or even its primary function, however. Ego psychologists have demonstrated that the personal ego is far more resilient, curious, creative, and eager to learn than generally supposed and is capable of much more attentional capacity, open awareness, and intuitional realizations than general psychology gives it credit for (Blanck & Blanck, 1994). It is quite capable of “waking up,” overcoming the obstacles to human potential, and allowing freedom to the whole Self’s intuitions and creative impulses so that some knowledge of its own greater dimensions can indeed be communicated to this most physically oriented portion of the personality—if it gives itself permission to do so and is flexible enough (Tart, 1986). The ego, as the personality’s present main vehicle of awareness, need not be inflexible or restrictive, in other words. As meditation research demonstrates, a flexible yet disciplined ego is quite capable, with training, of relinquishing its dominancy during experiences of expansion of consciousness so that information can be meaningfully and efficiently used by the usual waking personality (Murphy & Donovan, 1997).

From the perspective of Aspect Psychology, difficulties arise when the egoic portions of the overall personality become so rigid and so overly concerned with its personal worries and the work concerns of daily life that it is all that the conscious I can perceive or think about. These worries and concerns, while extremely important and having their place in the waking life of the egoic personality, may have been exaggerated out of all proportion and not be basically or primarily important as far as the whole self is concerned. By allowing itself to become overly concerned with the egotistical situation and identifying too closely with its own ego, the personality closes itself off from those very abilities that it needs that can help. Cutting itself off from other portions of its own larger identity, it loses its inner direction. Inner broodings drain away energy that soon become reflected in the physical condition, resulting in periods of poor health.

Each person has set up for himself or herself certain life conditions under which he or she best operates and that will bring about the highest level of maturity development possible for his or her peculiar personality structure. When those conditions are upset then various physical and/or psychological difficulties can occur, until those conditions are restored, or a new set of adequate conditions are settled upon. Given the opportunity and under good growth conditions—such as those identified by Carl Rogers (1961) and Abraham Maslow (1964, pp. 97–102)—inner experience can become a part of the organization of the personality’s present identity. This can further lead the intuitively governed ego to other portions of its own identity with which it can and sometimes does merge to produce an experience that is called “Enlightenment” (Hixon, 1989; J. White, 1984).

In the experience of Enlightenment, the personality momentarily becomes more integrated and interconnected as it includes more of itself into itself. Through its acceptance and assimilation of inner experience and acquaintance with other portions of the overall Self, the integration can become more enduring and permanent as the present ego personality alters its structure and extends its function (Washburn, 2003a). As the ego personality extends itself to its own transpersonal qualities and potentialities and integrates them within itself, in the words of transpersonal scholar William Braud (2003a), “we can realize and appreciate the full extent of who we are and who we always were” (p. 23). The present ego personality has expanded, not shrunk, not because it has grown more egotistical but because it has accepted portions of its whole Self that were previously ignored or denied out of fear, ignorance, and insecurity. Once the ego’s false ideas are overcome and it is aware of its position as only a portion of the Self, then it is not something that needs to be overthrown or shunted aside to reach “enlightenment.”





Does Not Limit the Type of Expansion of Identity Possible


Second, a transpersonal orientation does not limit the type of self-expansiveness possible. Clinical observations of deep experiential self-exploration (e.g., sensory deprivation, hypnosis, psychedelic sessions), transpersonal psychotherapy (e.g., bioenergetics, primal therapy, active imagination, holotropic breathwork), and episodes of psychospiritual crises (e.g., spiritual emergencies) indicate no apparent limits to the direction or extent of expansion in self-consciousness. One indication of the range of expansions in self-awareness that are possible beyond usual ego-bodymind boundaries is provided by the varieties of extensions of identity observed to occur in high dose (300–500 μg) lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) psychotherapy sessions (Grof, 1972). As far as we know, there are no apparent limits in the types of identifications and personifications of which the human psyche is capable (Bache, 2000a; Grof, 1975).

Expansions of self-identity that occur in psychedelic sessions, for instance, may involve temporal expansions of consciousness-of-self within the framework of birth experiences, embryonal and fetal experiences, ancestral experiences, collective and racial experiences, phylogenetic (evolutionary) experiences, “past incarnation” experiences, and precognitive, clairvoyance, and “time travel” experiences (Grof, 1972, pp. 50–64). Alternatively, it may include a spatial expansion of self-consciousness involving interpersonal relations, identification with other persons, group identification and group consciousness, animal identification, plant identification, oneness with life and all creation, consciousness of inorganic matter, planetary consciousness, extra-planetary consciousness, out-of-body experiences, traveling clairvoyance, and “space travel” experiences (pp. 64–71).

The transpersonal experience can also involve a spatial constriction of self-consciousness within the context of organ, tissue, and cellular consciousness (Grof, 1972, p. 71). In addition, experiential extension or expansion of one’s consciousness-of-self beyond the framework of “objective reality” may occur involving mediumistic experiences, encounters with supra-human spiritual entities, experiences of other universes and encounters with their inhabitants, archetypal experiences, experiences of encounter with blissful and wrathful deities, activation of the chakras and arousal of Kundalini, consciousness of the universal mind, and experiences of the supracosmic and metacosmic void (pp. 71–76).

As exotic, mysterious, and “impossible” as such expansions of personal identity may initially appear, it is important to approach them with a scientific attitude of openness and consider them as potentially valid and legitimate phenomena that tell us something important about the nature of human personality (Grof, 2000). There is no a priori reason for supposing otherwise. The capacity to abstain from prejudgment, withhold prejudice, confront one’s own ignorance, and tolerate uncertainty when encountering such unconventional phenomena is an epistemic virtue in science (Baehr, 2011). Parapsychologists Renaud Evrard and Bevis Beauvais (2020) called it “negative capacity”—a term coined by the poet John Keats. Negative capacity is grounded in the humble recognition of how little is known about the nature of the human psyche and of basic reality beyond what is available to the physical senses.

While excellent tools of perception for limited circumstances, there is much about the basic reality of subjective life that cannot be held within the boundaries of the physical senses and what is available for observation by others. To slavishly limit psychological knowledge to the evidence of the physical senses and what is publically accessible to the senses of others acts as blinders that narrow the fields of perception that are possible and hampers both the imagination and reasoning mind in the formation of new concepts and threatens to severely limit psychology’s growth and development in the 21st century. The quality of identity may well be far more mysterious than is imagined or can be imagined and conveyed in conventional general psychology textbooks (E. Taylor, 2009).

Transpersonal Psychology’s competence to confront its own claims is demonstrated in its effort to develop psychometric instruments designed to capture at least some of the types of identifications of which human beings are capable. One example is the 18-item self-report questionnaire called the Self-Expansiveness Level Form (SELF) developed and validated by transpersonal scientist Harris Friedman (Friedman, 1983, 2013a). Respondents are asked to rate on a Likert-type scale their degree of willingness to identify with transpersonal aspects of self-concept (e.g., “willingness to identify with the atoms within the body, all life, distant ancestors, and future descendants who may not have human form”) in response to the question: Who am I?” (Friedman, 2013a, p. 210). Friedman’s SELF self-report inventory is designed to tap self-concepts that embrace forms of self-expansiveness that involve “vertical” expansion encompassing transcendent images and realms and “horizontal” expansions of identity encompassing the earth with all its flora and fauna life (Pappas & Friedman, 2007).





Not Limited to Any Particular Philosophy or Worldview


Third, a transpersonal orientation does not commit scholars, scientists, or clinicians to any specific interpretation of exceptional human experiences and transformative capacity that they investigate. Nor does it tie them to any particular ontology, metaphysics, philosophical or religious worldview. Because the field is empirical—that is, it focuses on people’s experiences of that which is sacred, transcendent, transpersonal and recognizes that the phenomenology of such experiences inevitably varies among individuals—the scientific ideal of openmindedness requires that the field “allow for multiple interpretations of these experiences and the insights into human nature and the cosmos that they offer” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 4).

Jorge Ferrer (2014), a primary architect of the participatory spirituality perspective in Transpersonal Psychology, concurred when he stated, “the field should not be defined or limited by its allegiance to any single inquiry approach, epistemology, or metaphysical worldview” (p. 153). Frances Vaughan (1982), another important contributor to Transpersonal Psychology, stated, “The transpersonal perspective [is] a metaperspective that attempts to acknowledge and learn from all points of view. It is a perspective that does not seek to impose a new belief system or a new metaphysics, but rather to see the relationships between existing worldviews in order to envision transformational possibilities” (p. 37).

Anthony Sutich (1969), one of the early co-editors of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology (JTP), stated that the definitions of Transpersonal Psychology that are to guide the future evolution of the field were understood to be “formulations subject to change as required by the development of the objective living conditions, relationships, forces, etc., that they may represent” (p. 11). The editorial perspective of JTP during its initial years of publication reflected this open-minded attitude (Vich, 2008). It was decided to start with a broad definition of Transpersonal Psychology, accept the fact that the transpersonal aspects of human psychology are open to many different possible interpretations, and to recognize that the field and its methods, theories, and concepts would evolve over time (Sutich, 1975). Once this occurred, it became easy, in the words of Miles Vich (2008) to “take a plural-istic, open-minded approach to the many theories, applications, and research findings of the day” (p. 2). This flexibility and tolerance for ambiguity is at the heart of the creativity of Transpersonal Psychology. Its “negative capacity” and scientific attitude of openness remain essential qualities of its character so that the field can continue adding, subtracting, and modifying its definition and purpose as it further educates itself about the nature of the transpersonal phenomena (Sutich, 1975). Miles Vich (2008) stated, “Our task was to honor the full range of human experience and behavior as it is, while giving special attention to what William James called that ‘something more’” (p. 3).




Does Not Limit Itself to a Particular Domain


Fourth, a transpersonal orientation does not limit itself to particular subject matter. The following list of phenomena that appeared in the Statement of Purpose of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology in 1983 provides insight into the range of diverse experiences that transpersonal researchers investigate.


The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology is concerned with the publication of theoretical and applied research, empirical papers, articles and studies in transpersonal process, values and states, unitive consciousness, meta-needs, peak experiences, ecstasy, mystical experience, being, essence, bliss, awe, wonder, transcendence of self, spirit, sacralization of everyday life, oneness, cosmic consciousness, cosmic play, individual and species-wide synergy, the theories and practice of meditation, spiritual paths, compassion, transpersonal cooperation, transpersonal realization and actualization; and related concepts, experiences and activities.

(Vich, 1983, p. 229)



This Statement of Purpose reflects an openness to a diverse range of psychological phenomena that is not commonly addressed in general psychology textbooks (see also Palmer & Braud, 2002). With the study of these topics and related phenomena comes a corresponding diversity of concepts and ideas in theory, research, therapy, and education—from the most conventional to the most unusual—that otherwise could not mingle in the field of psychology.




Does Not Limit Research to a Particular Method


Fifth, a transpersonal orientation endorses epistemological pluralism as the best way to introduce questions of the transpersonal aspects of human psychology to scientific research. An interdisciplinary and inclusive approach to research is a characteristic feature of Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field in which “any valid epistemology (way of acquiring knowledge) is welcome” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 5). In adopting an eclectic epistemology, Transpersonal Psychology “seeks to include science, philosophy, introspection, and contemplation and to integrate them in a comprehensive integration adequate to the many dimensions of human experience and human nature” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 5). Qualitative methods of disciplined inquiry, such as naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), cooperative inquiry (Heron, 1996) and narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2006) are all important ways of understanding different aspects of transpersonal phenomena and its correlates (i.e., its causes and effects; MacDonald & Friedman, 2013).

Of all the conventional qualitative research methods to understand the basic reality of subjective life, two are perhaps closest to the heart of transpersonal inquiry. One is phenomenological methodologies that aim at developing a complete, intelligible, and accurate description of a particular human experience (Giorgi, 1970, 1985; Valle & Halling, 1989). The other are heuristic research methods that aim to understand an experience from all possible perspectives by an intensive self-engagement and immersion into the phenomenon, drawing upon the reports of others, insights from literature and poetry, dreams, and other states of consciousness (Moustakas, 1990).

Because transpersonal researchers recognize that any individual research method provides only partial insight into the nature of exceptional human experiences, a mixed-methods approach that combines quantitative and qualitative research and offers converging operations upon a phenomenon is favored (Creswell, 2009). According to transpersonal researcher Rosemarie Anderson (1998), “The values of the field of transpersonal psychology encourage blending and borrowing between research methods and making choices that best suit the topic inquiry and not necessarily any isolated research approach” (p. 71).

Traditional forms of research designs, hypothesis testing, and psychometric testing and assessment complement the use of qualitative methods to create what William Braud (1998b) called “integral inquiry.” Transpersonal research may utilize quasi-experiments and cross-sectional designs (e.g., to study effects of contemplative practice on self-concept; Haimerl & Valentine, 2001) or draw upon archival research and case studies (e.g., to assess the validity of claims of “miracle” medical cures; François, Sternberg, & Fee, 2012). It may employ laboratory experiments (e.g., to assess imagery effects on cancer disease states; Achterberg, 1985) and physiological assessments (e.g., to evaluate direct mental interactions with living systems; Braud, 2003b). The conventional face-to-face interview format has been utilized to compare cosmic consciousness and psychedelic experience (Smith & Tart, 1998) and field experiments have been employed to study the religious effect of psychedelics (Pahnke, 1963).





II. The Varieties of Transpersonal Perspectives

The many different descriptions and definitions of Transpersonal Psychology offered by scholars, researchers, and clinicians over the past 50 years “represent a sizeable spectrum of perspectives” that reflect “both foundational themes and shifting emphases within transpersonal psychology” (Caplan, Hartelius, & Rardin, 2003, p. 143). Some scholars look to modern physical theory for “a scientific language to discuss anomalous phenomena and the farther reaches of human nature” (e.g., Bohm’s implicate order theory; Schroll, 2013, p. 140). Others look to classical Indian Psychology (Menon, 2005) or the Integral Yoga of Sri Aurobindo (Cortright, 2007) or the theological/philosophical framework of Judeo-Christianity (Helminiak, 2015; W. McNamara, 1992 [1975]).

Some transpersonal orientations focus upon the resemblances among religions and deduce the existence of “a transcendent reality [that] underlies and binds together all transpersonal phenomena” (Valle, 1989, p. 261). Other perspectives, focusing upon the difference between religions, may deny altogether any pregiven transcendent reality that exists apart from humans’ experience of it and view spirituality as a participatory encounter with an undetermined Mystery (Ferrer, 2017). Some orientations presume that a transpersonal Self exists and has a substantial reality as a clinical category that is not dependent upon one’s belief in order that it can exist (Assagioli, 1965), while Buddhist-inspired transpersonal orientations deny the distinctly real existence of any transpersonal Self altogether (Laughlin, 2017; Scotton, 1996a). Some prefer Whiteheadian process philosophy as a cosmological framework (Kling, 2019; Segall, 2017), while others look to the theory of consciousness known as panpsychism to bridge the gap between mind and body, psyche and spirit (Cunningham, 2013; Skrbina, 2009). One transpersonally oriented physicist looks to the common elements in David Bohm’s physics, the perennial philosophy, and the channeled communications that form the basic groundwork of Jane Roberts’s Aspect Psychology as a connective bridge upon which alternatives to current perspectives can be conceived and explored (N. Friedman, 1994).




Continuum of Perspectives



As an integrative science instead of a unified one, Transpersonal Psychology honors the partial truths and insights of all perspectives while bracketing their excesses, overstatements, and distortions. What may initially appear to be a jumble of seemingly contradictory and incompatible orientations and perspectives can be organized along an imaginary continuum of life-philosophies and value-systems. All orientations or perspectives exist in relationship to one another just as concepts, terms, and definitions have little meaning unless they are related to other terms, concepts, and issues.



Perennial Philosophy


The Perennial Philosophy anchors one end of the continuum by positing the distinctly real existence of a transcendent and transpersonal core that unifies all impulses toward ultimate states of being, knowing, and doing (philosophia perennis; Wilber, 1975). The Perennial Philosophy posits “the metaphysic that recognizes a divine Reality substantial to the world of things and lives and minds; the psychology that finds in the soul something similar to, or even identical with, divine Reality; the ethic that places man’s final end in the knowledge of the immanent and transcendent Ground of all being” (Huxley, 1970 [1944], p. vii). Religious scholar Huston Smith (1987) describes the four doctrines of the perennial philosophy in the following terms:



First: the phenomenal world is the manifestation of a divine Ground. Second: human beings are capable of attaining immediate knowledge of that ground. Third: in addition to their phenomenal egos, human beings possess an eternal Self which is the same or like nature with the divine Ground. Fourth: this identification is life’s chief end or purpose.

(p. 554n)




These four propositions reflect what religious scholar Frithjof Schuon (1984) called “the transcendent unity of religion” (pp. xxxiv). The perennial philosophy is a statement of the universal, common ground of all spiritual traditions—that single truth that underlies the apparent diversity of religious forms—that harmoniously integrates all religious traditions from ancient to modern times (Lings & Minnaar, 2007; Sotillos, 2013).

When the perennial philosophy—also called “The Primordial Tradition” (Smith, 1976)—is translated into psychological terms (i.e., psychologized) then it encompasses the following five premises (Valle, 1989, p. 261):



	A multidimensional reality exists that includes yet transcends three-dimensional physical existence and of which all consciousness (human and nonhuman) is a unique, valid, and significant manifestation of an infinitely greater gestalt of meaning and organization. The everyday world and our personal consciousness is a manifestation of a larger, divine reality.

	The conscious ego is only a portion of a much larger, inner multidimensional identity and consciousness. All beings have a hidden, “higher” and “deeper” identity that reflects, or is connected to, the divine element of the universe.

	The self-evidential quality of this knowledge is such that it is experienced as indubitable fact, truth, and reality. The legitimacy and significance of transpersonal experiences is self-validating.

	Ego-directed consciousness has available to it knowledge concerning its multidimensional origin and identity, its infinite creativity, its unlimited possibilities of development, and the greater “unknown” reality in which it dwells. The powers of the Higher Self can be awakened and harnessed to take a central part in the everyday life of the individual.

	An expansion of consciousness and identity follows upon appropriate practice of a spiritual path as the individual ego becomes aware and acquainted with the knowledge and intuitions of one’s inner self and allows them to flow through the conscious ego. This “awakening” is the purpose or goal of life.




Transpersonal author Ronald Valle (1989) considered these premises as “comprising an identifiable structure or essence that characterizes any particular psychology or philosophy as transpersonal” (p. 261).

Transpersonal scholars, such as Frances Vaughan (1982) have argued that the transpersonal perspective “has its roots in the ancient perennial philosophy [that] recognizes the transcendent unity of all religions and sees the unity in the mystical core of every spiritual tradition” (pp. 37–38). Stanislav Grof (1988a), a co-founder of the field of Transpersonal Psychology, stated that



the types of transpersonal experiences that I have witnessed in psychedelic research, in sessions of holotropic breathing, and in the work with individuals in spontaneous episodes of nonordinary states of consciousness… is in general agreement with perennial philosophy, although it is more complete and differs in some details.

(p. 44)




Ken Wilber (1994a), one of the foremost spokespersons for the perennial philosophy in Transpersonal Psychology, expressed the view that “the aim of transpersonal psychology is to give a psychological presentation of the perennial philosophy and the Great Chain of Being, fully updated and grounded in modern research and scientific developments” (p. x).




The Western Creed


At the other end of the continuum of life-philosophies and value-systems is what transpersonal parapsychologist Charles Tart characterized as “The Western Creed” (Tart, 1997a, pp. 41–42). Professor of psychiatry John Mack (1993, pp. xi–xii) identified several key differences between the materialist worldview of the Western Creed and the nonmaterialist worldview of Transpersonal Psychology that serves as a useful point of contrast and springboard for conceiving and exploring alternative perspectives between the two anchor points of the continuum.

The Western Creed presumes that nothing the Perennial Philosophy asserts is true or refers to anything real. It is called a creed because it represents a set of related philosophical assumptions about the nature of reality (ontology), the nature of human knowing (epistemology), and what is of value (axiology) that have attained the status of scientific doctrine and dogma in modern times (Tart, 1992a [1975]). The Western Creed comprises a philosophy of science that Charles Tart (2004) termed “materialistic scientism” and that has come to constitute present-day assumptions of orthodox, Western psychology that dominate mainstream psychological thinking. The Western Creed confidently asserts that the material universe is the only and ultimate reality controlled by fixed physical laws and blind chance and that all life on this planet (including your own) arose from chance interactions of blind physical forces and has no objective purpose or meaning.

As far as the Western Creed is concerned, only physical reality is really real (physicalism), the only true knowledge is that which comes through the physical senses (positivism), every whole thing can be understood in terms of its parts (reductionism), and everything that happens is determined by rigid laws of cause-and-effect (determinism). From the viewpoint of materialistic scientism, accounts of psi functioning and any idea that personal consciousness can exist after the death of the body are entirely without merit and presumed to be the product of wishful thinking, self-deception, delusion, gullibility, or some kind of cognitive deficit in critical thinking. Anyone who rejects or denies the validity of materialistic scientism as a completely truth account of basic reality may be accused of scientific heresy and suffer untoward consequences for their heterodoxy (e.g., restrictions to public and private funding agencies; negative decisions influencing promotion and tenure and job placement; discouragement from conducting research or publishing results on taboo topics; Hess, 1992).

From a transpersonal perspective, people are free to adopt the Western Creed as a working hypothesis if they want to. The problem is that many orthodox, Western psychologists consider the assumptions of materialistic scientism to be established facts rather than scientific hypotheses. Hidden behind the Western Creed are assumptions that often go unquestioned because of prior socialization and conditioning and subsequently take on the appearance of facts of existence rather than beliefs about existence (Tart, 1992a [1975], pp. 64–66).

The so-called “facts” on which materialistic scientism is based, however, are quite capable of being organized and interpreted in a different fashion. By identifying and challenging the assumptions underlying materialistic scientism of the Western Creed, alternatives can be conceived and explored. By making those assumptions explicit, we are better able to examine their validity (Slife & Williams, 1995). By critically evaluating the consequences and ramifications of those assumptive beliefs, we become more capable of deciding whether those metaphysical commitments require reassessment and revision (Cunningham, 2019a, 2019b; Harman, 1994a). This analytic stance is what makes Transpersonal Psychology one of the critical psychologies (Friedman & Hartelius, 2013b).

General psychology, like all other fields of science, including physics, cannot escape metaphysics (Trusted, 1991). People will not believe something they consider unreal or attempt to do something they consider impossible. The first step in being able to conceive of alternatives, therefore, is to become aware of one’s own preconceptions about what is real and unreal, possible and impossible, true and false. Once the assumptions hidden behind materialistic scientism are recognized and acknowledged, it becomes easier to discover and explore alternatives.




Spiritual Psychologies


Between the Perennial Philosophy and the Western Creed can be found a range of alternative transpersonal (beyond ego) orientations, some of which constitute the “spiritual psychologies” of Christian mysticism, Zen Buddhism, Sufism, Hindu yoga, and Eastern and Western esotericism that diverge in significant ways from the materialistic scientism of the Western Creed (Tart, 1992b [1975]). Spiritual psychology has been defined in different ways by different authors (e.g., Miovic, 2004a; Yeomans, 1992). Transpersonal scholar and author Robert Frager (1989) defined it as “models of human nature found in the world’s religious traditions and the development of psychological theory that is consistent with religious and spiritual experiences” (p. 291). Not all transpersonal scholars agree that Transpersonal Psychology should identify itself as a spiritual psychology if it wants to retain its scientific status because “some of the approaches to spirituality involve supernatural notions that place it beyond the reach of conventional science” (Hartelius, Friedman, & Pappas, 2013, p. 57).






Conceiving and Exploring Alternative Perspectives





Transpersonal Perspectives: A Matter of Healthy Debate


Differences of orientation within Transpersonal Psychology can give rise to strong disagreements not only about theoretical issues but also about the central philosophical foundations of the field—ontology (the nature of being), epistemology (the nature of human knowing), and axiology (the nature of values and value-fulfillment)—that affect transpersonal phenomena, spirituality, and the very nature of being itself. Transpersonal scholar Jorge Ferrer (2002) observed, “the lack of consensus on fundamental matters in the transpersonal movement is so pronounced that rather than talk about a transpersonal paradigm, it may be more accurate to talk about different transpersonal paradigms under the roof of one transpersonal vision” (p. 7). Not all transpersonal scholars believe that the perennial philosophy provides a good enough framework for understanding the diversity of transpersonal experiences and behavior, for example, especially spiritual and religious experiences such as mysticism. The distinctly real existence of the transcendent or of a common “core” at the foundation for the world’s great religions remains a matter of healthy debate within the transpersonal community (Daniels, 2005, pp. 216–233; Ferrer, 2000; Lancaster, 2002; Rothberg & Kelly, 1998).

The legitimacy of using subjective experiences (e.g., “awakening” experiences; S. Taylor & Egeto-Szabo, 2017) to justify objective knowledge claims is another area of controversy in the field of Transpersonal Psychology. One such controversy is the Steven Taylor–Glenn Hartelius debate on psychology and spirituality that has taken place in the pages of The International Journal of Transpersonal Studies [2016, Vol. 35(2) and 2017, Vol. 36(2)]. In this debate, we see two epistemic cultures of Transpersonal Psychology—empirical rationalism and transpersonal empiricism—in a dialogue that has important implications for the nature and direction of the field (Cunningham, 2015).

The controversy over the perennial philosophy as a defining transpersonal paradigm and the use of subjective experience to justify objective knowledge claims is not unique to Transpersonal Psychology, but reflects the natural history of psychological sciences in general, and is arguably a sign of the field’s vitality (Yanchar & Slife, 1997). Differing definitions of psychology, opposing viewpoints and perspectives, conceptual models and theoretical languages are striking characteristics of the history of psychology. As historiographer B. R. Hergenhahn (2001) noted, “In psychology’s long history, there has never been a time when all psychologists accepted a single paradigm” (p. 568). The schools of voluntarism, structuralism, functionalism, behaviorism, Gestaltism, psychoanalysis, cognitivism, biologism, humanism, and transpersonalism give evidence of this historical fact.

For some, this lack of consensus is something to be embraced as “a consequence of the natural maturation of the science and the expanding range of its application” (Bower, 1993, p. 906). At this point, the subdiscipline of Transpersonal Psychology is best thought of not as a unitary school of thought within psychology, but as an integrative one. In the words of transpersonal scholar Harald Walach (2005), the field should be considered “a loose connection of many movements and groups whose common denominator probably is the emphasis on and interest in experiences which are terms ‘spiritual,’ mystical,’ or ‘religious,’ without a clear definition of these terms” (p. 17).




Are the Different Transpersonal Perspectives Incommensurable?


Is there any rational basis for evaluating which perspectives are better at understanding the nature of transpersonal experiences and the transcendent or are the various perspectives so different from each other that they cannot possibly be compared and critically evaluated? The question is not easily answered because there are many ramifications.

On the one hand, if we answer “Yes”—the contemporary perspectives in Transpersonal Psychology are so different as to be incompatible and there is no rational basis for evaluating them—then one theory or philosophic commitment is just as good as another and all viewpoints are relative to their own criterion of evidence and ontological commitments. All are exempt from any common, objective standard of evidence, even data that is in principle accessible to public observation since all observers would systematically interpret any data in accordance with their own metaphysical commitments (Kukla, 1989). As psychologist Stephen Yanchar (2000) stated, “no single account of reality then exists to be ‘converged on’ through scientific research, because the very metaphysic we invoke—our understanding of what reality is—will differ” (pp. 252–253).

On the other hand, if we answer “No”—the different perspectives in Transpersonal Psychology are not irreconcileable and there is a rational basis for comparing and evaluating them—then the field’s currently unchecked pluralism and diversity, and its progressive view of scientific practice would not necessarily pose a problem for the accumulation of a valid body of knowledge about human potential (Walsh & Vaughan, 2018). The field’s embrace of inclusiveness, pluralism, and diversity may be essential to its contribution as a source of innovation, breakthroughs, and progress in the psychological and behavioral sciences. The field’s pluralism and diversity may not be a sign of fragmentation and disunity but instead “the lifeblood of [transpersonal] science while too much unity results in stagnation or intellectual death” (Viney, 1996, p. 37).




Both “Yes” and “No”


Both “Yes” and “No” possibilities need to be critically evaluated and the consequences for Transpersonal Psychology carefully examined. The criteria to be used in conducting such an evaluation remains a matter of debate (Cunningham, 2019b). Jorge Ferrer (2017) offered a series of test questions for consideration when assessing a perspective’s capacity to promote authentic paths to inner transformation. Does the perspective nourish “the universal ideal of a socially responsible integrated selflessness?” (p. 19). Does it release the person from narcissism and self-centeredness? Does it promote the integrated understanding of all aspects of the person? Does it nurture the integrated flourishing of all aspects of the human being? Does it foster ecological-social-political balance, justice, freedom, equality and fundamental rights in the human cultural world? Such evaluative criteria “have the potential to generate a workable theory of progress, and perhaps even coherence, within a pluralistic science” (Yanchar, 2000, p. 256).

Jungian psychologist G-H Jennings (2010, pp. 5–21) proposed that one way to understand the differentiation and apparent incompatibility among four psychologies of behaviorism, psychoanalysis, humanism-existentialism, and transpersonalism is by relating them to each of the four psychological types in Jungian psychology. The behavioral psychologies reflect a (superior) sensation function in the psyche of American psychology that look to observable and measurable aspects of the environment to account for behavior. Psychodynamic psychologies reflect a (first auxiliary) thinking function that emphasizes interior psychical explanatory mechanisms and interpretations to account for behavior. Humanistic-existential psychologies reflect a (second auxiliary) feeling function that focuses on meaning, values, and purpose as key aspects of personality functioning. Transpersonal psychologies reflect an (inferior) intuition-oriented function that explores the transcendent possibilities of human personality. Perhaps there is a similar “type problem” within Transpersonal Psychology that is reflected in its differing and seemingly conflicting orientations and perspectives that could be resolved if a similar broad-band Jungian perspective were taken toward the fields’ competing viewpoints in its pursuit of greater harmony and inclusiveness (Cunningham, 2019b).




Practical Experiment: Perspectives Within Perspectives


The act of perspective-taking involves viewing the human condition through the eyes of a particular orientation or perspective, critically evaluating its consequences and implications, and judging the moral consequences of its approach (i.e., by their fruits, not by their roots, shall you know them). Perspective-taking discloses that nothing is fully disclosed from one perspective and that for any perception other perceptions are possible. There is value in looking at any event or phenomenon from different perspectives and when the “object” that is viewed is a “subject” (i.e., oneself), an expansion in self-consciousness can occur (McHugh & Stewart, 2012). Different aspects of oneself that may have been previously ignored or overlooked become disclosed to awareness in a way that can contribute to an enlarged understanding of one’s own identity.

To understand how this occurs, try the following experiment adapted from transhumanistic Aspect Psychology (Roberts, 1977–1979, Vol. 1, p. 179). In preparation, choose three photographs of yourself taken at different times in your life that are important to you. If your high school prom or college graduation were not important to you, do not select a picture depicting it. Next, become fully acquainted with the instructions of the experiment, then begin imaginatively. It is your subjective feeling that is important, as you follow through and perform in the ways suggested.

For the first part of experiment, take one of the photographs of yourself that you have selected and place it before you. The picture can be from the past or the present, but try to see it as a snapshot of a self poised in perfect focus, emerging from an underneath dimension in which other probable pictures could have been taken. See that self emerging triumphantly in time and space from all the other selves that could have emerged at that moment, unique and unassailable in its own experience. Notice within the features you see before you—in the stance, posture, expression—the glimmer or shades of other probable selves that are echoes belonging to other probable realities. Try to sense those.

For the second part of the experiment, examine the self in the photograph as you know it and try to trace that self’s emergence from the thread of your own past life as you understand it. Then project outward in your mind what other selves might have emerged from that one in the photograph to become a future probable self in your probable future.

For the third part of the experiment, change your viewpoint to see the self in the snapshot from the perspective of someone else who was also involved (perhaps the person who took the snapshot). No matter how private the self in the photograph seems to be, someone else will have a connection with the snapshot. See the self in the photograph through his or her eyes, and then continue with the exercise, only using this altered perspective. Aspects of the self in the photograph and of the events surrounding the snapshot may suddenly become apparent that did not appear before. Dimensions of the self will be experienced more fully. Repeat the experiment with each of the remaining photographs.

Some people will have little trouble with this photograph experiment; others will need to repeat the experiment several times before succeeding. Whether or not you have any great success, the experiment will have a subtle effect on your own awareness each time you perform in the ways suggested. That self in the photograph you see is one aspect of the whole Self, only a small portion of your reality “caught in a particular moment of probability” (Roberts, 1977–1979, Vol. 1, p. 182). Yet that self in the photograph is connected to your own self that exists outside the photograph where you can make any changes you want to your own experience. Such musings can help you make connections with extended features of the whole Self that belong to the self in the picture and to the self that exists outside the photograph, and disclose aspects of your present self that may have otherwise escaped your awareness.






Conclusion


Physicist Fritjof Capra (1982) defined Transpersonal Psychology as the subdiscipline of psychology that is concerned with “the recognition, understanding, and realization of non-ordinary, mystical, or ‘transpersonal’ states of consciousness, and with the psychological conditions that represent barriers to such transpersonal realizations” (p. 367). Concise definitions such as this serve as handy examples of what it means to say that Transpersonal Psychology is a “beyond-ego, whole-person, transformative psychology.” Descriptions of phenomena that transpersonal scholars and researchers investigate illustrate the meaning of theoretical definitions by concrete examples and is another starting point for answering the question, “What is Transpersonal Psychology?”

Another starting place can be found in the major perspectives that transpersonal scholars and researchers bring to their understanding of the transpersonal nature of human psychology and of the “spiritual or value-life” of human beings (Maslow, 1971, p. 320). Seven of these perspectives are discussed in the next chapter that have emerged as particularly important in contemporary Transpersonal Psychology for advancing the transpersonal vision of consciousness evolution and creation of a more humane, just, and compassionate human cultural world.








Chapter 3


Contemporary Perspectives
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I. Seven Contemporary Transpersonal Perspectives

Transpersonal philosopher Michael Washburn (2003b) identified five major perspectives as “among the most important perspectives in the field that have been actively represented in recent paradigm debates” (p. 1). These are (a) the structural-hierarchical perspective, (b) the spiral-dynamic perspective, (c) the participatory perspective, (d) the ecological perspective, and (e) the feminist perspective. Two other perspectives that have assumed importance in contemporary Transpersonal Psychology are the cross-cultural/anthropological perspective and the holotropic perspective.


	The structural-hierarchical perspective is typified in the work of Ken Wilber (1977, 1979a, 1980a, 1981, 1986, 1990, 1997, 2000a, 2000b, 2006, 2007, 2017a). It is a theory of consciousness development that organizes concepts from Buddhist Vedanta philosophy, Western mysticism, modern-day consciousness research, and conventional theories of lifespan development into a figurative spectrum of consciousness.

	The spiral-dynamic perspective is typified in the work of Michael Washburn (1995, 2003a). It is a viewpoint on human ego development that relates traditional Western Freudian psychoanalysis and Jungian depth psychology with mystical theology and existential-phenomenological philosophy. Both the structural-hierarchical and spiral-dynamic perspectives represent a movement from transpersonal phenomenology to transpersonal theory.

	The participatory perspective is typified in the work of Jorge Ferrer (2002, 2017; Ferrer & Sherman, 2008a). Participatory spirituality proposes that world religion and individual spiritual (transpersonal) experiences are unique spiritual realities enacted and co-created by participation in the undetermined Mystery of being. The participatory perspective represents a movement of Transpersonal Psychology away from the grand theoretical perspectives of Wilber and Washburn to a broadly philosophical perspective of spiritual/religious/mystical/transpersonal experiences.

	The holotropic perspective (holo, “wholeness” + tropic “oriented or moving toward”) is typified in the works of Stanislav and Christina Grof (C. Grof & S. Grof, 1990; S. Grof, 1972, 1975, 1985, 1988a, 1993, 2000; S. Grof & C. Grof, 2010). It focuses on nonordinary states of consciousness in which one’s sense of identity extends beyond the boundaries of the body ego and the limits of time and space to experientially identify with other dimensions of reality and realms of the human psyche. The holotropic perspective represents an expansion of Transpersonal Psychology into the field of scientific consciousness studies.

	The cross-cultural/anthropological perspective relates exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities to the set of shared attitudes (beliefs, values, general knowledge), behaviors (norms, roles, customs, rituals), and symbol-systems transmitted from one generation to the next within human cultures and societies. It represents the expansion of a Transpersonal Psychology that focuses on the psychological/behavioral/physiological aspects of individual transpersonal (beyond ego) experiences and behavioral capacities to a transpersonal sociology and anthropology that focuses on the collective cultural/social aspects of those experiences and behaviors. Writings representative of this perspective include the works of Goulet and Bruce (2007), Hartelius (2013), Laughlin (1988), Laughlin, McManus, and d’Aquili (1990), and Peters (1996).

	The feminist (i.e., womanist, Walker, 1983) perspective emphasizes individual and societal transformation by a “socially-engaged spirituality” that recognizes the gender-situated character of human experience (Rothberg, 1999, p. 41). It highlights the need for the study of feminine spirituality and greater inclusion of women scholars within the field of Transpersonal Psychology. Writings representative of this perspective include the works of Brooks (2010), Brooks, Ford, and Huffman (2013), J. Clements (2011), Holiday (2010), and Wright (1995, 1996).

	The ecological perspective is concerned with: “[1] the fundamental interconnection between humans and their environments; [2] the use of concepts based on this relationship such as ecological self and ecological unconscious; [3] practices based on the healing potential of direct contract with the natural world; and [4] practices oriented toward action and ecological, personal, and community sustainability” (Davis & Canty, 2013, p. 597). Both the feminist and ecological perspectives move Transpersonal Psychology to the multidisciplinary orientation of transpersonal studies which is “centered on the ethical and moral implications of behaviors and experiences; cultural and text-related themes; developmental and evolutionary processes; applications to education, health care, social change, and other areas” (Krippner, 1998, p. ix). For writings that are representative of the ecological perspective, see the works of Davis (2011), Davis and Canty (2013), W. Fox (1995), and Winter (1996).



Each perspective asks different questions of the phenomenon that it investigates and sheds its own valuable, particular, yet incomplete light upon the transpersonal aspects of human psychology. As David Myers (2010), author of a popular introductory general psychology textbook, puts it, “like two-dimensional views of a three-dimensional object, each of psychology’s perspectives is helpful. But each by itself fails to reveal the whole picture” (p. 9).

Transpersonal scholar Ken Wilber (2000a) made the same point when he stated: “Any single perspective is likely to be partial, limited, perhaps even distorted, and only by honoring multiple perspectives and multiple contexts can the knowledge quest be fruitfully advanced” (p. 167). It would be a creative error, in other words, to think that any experience or behavior—ordinary and nonordinary—can be satisfactorily explained or adequately understood on the basis of one perspective, one aspect of experience and behavior, a single experiment, or a solitary research study. Difficulties arise when any one perspective is taken to be the only perspective worth adapting or the only true perspective that actually exists.




Ken Wilber’s Structural-Hierarchical (“All-Quadrants All-Levels”) Stage Theory of Consciousness Development





Structures of Consciousness Development


Ken Wilber’s structural-hierarchical theory of consciousness development proposes that personality growth unfolds in a series of multiple pre-established, hierarchically arranged levels, stages, or structures of consciousness; hence, the name structural-hierarchical. From the most elementary to the more complex, these structures include: sensorimotor (matter), phantasmic-emotional (body), representational (mind1), rule/role (mind2), formal-reflexive (mind3), existential or vision-logic (bodymind), psychic (soul1), subtle (soul2), causal (spirit1), and ultimate nondual absolute (spirit2). These basic structures of consciousness development characterize what is traditionally known as the “Great Chain of Being” (Lovejoy, 2017 [1936]).

Growth in consciousness (or awareness) occurs as an individual passes through each stage or level, from the most elementary, least integrated, stages that occur earlier in time, up to the more complex, most integrated levels that occur later in time. Each stage represents an invariant pattern through which different developmental lines of personality growth—cognition, creativity, ego, emotionality, gender-identity, language, morals, needs, psychosexuality, psychosociality, self-identity, spirituality—unfold at different rates (Wilber, Engler, & Brown, 1986). We all go through the “same” stages, but we do so at our own rate, some of us never reaching many of the so-called higher stages (e.g., psychic, subtle, causal, nondual absolute). Wilber (1999b) stated, “Higher stages in each line tend to build upon or incorporate the earlier stages, no stages can be skipped, and the stages emerge in an order that cannot be altered by environmental conditioning or social reinforcement” (p. 3).

According to Wilber (1999b), “Each developmental line evolves relatively independently at different rates with different psychological dynamics involved, such that a person can be very advanced in some lines (e.g., cognition, ego, language), but relatively regressive in others (e.g., creativity, emotionality, spirituality)” (p. 3). Elsewhere Wilber (1999a) stated, “Development is not a linear ladder but a fluid and flowing affair, with spirals, swirls, streams, and waves, and what appears to be an almost infinite number of multiple modalities. There appear to be as many different dimensions or modalities of consciousness as there are different situations in life (i.e., endless)” (p. 109).

According to Wilber’s structural-hierarchical theory, the direction of human development is characteristically a progressive movement “upward” (evolution) from prepersonal® personal®transpersonal levels (Wilber, 1979b). First, there is an initial prepersonal level in infancy before the ego-centered personality emerges. There is a second personal level when the ego-centered personality becomes firmly established. Development then proceeds to a potentially third transpersonal level beyond ego to attain what is termed Self-realization.




“Transcend and Include” as a Mechanism of Development


Movement up the hierarchical structure of development is determined by the person’s ability to dis-identify (or differentiate) from the lower stage or level, identify with the next higher stage, and then integrate the higher level with the lower one in a “transcend and include” operation (Wilber, 1991, p. 183). This progression can be summarized in the triad of identification, differentiation, and integration. Frances Vaughan’s (1985) transpersonal model of identity development uses this structural-hierarchical framework to describe the unfolding of personality development.

Ego development, for instance, is described in terms of (a) an initial identification of ego-consciousness with an existing level, (b) an eventual differentiation and dis-identification of ego-consciousness from the level with which it was previously identified, (c) that, in turn, allows ego-consciousness to transcend that level while also allowing for the emergence of a new structure upon which ego-consciousness now can operate. This “transcend and include” movement is an important mechanism of consciousness development throughout the lifespan, according to Wilber.





Holons and the Pre/Trans Fallacy


Another important construct in Wilber’s theory is the concept of “holon” adopted from Arthur Koestler (1967a, pp. 45–58) to describe how each level or stage of consciousness development represents a whole that is a part of the next higher whole that both transcends and includes the lower level. Each holon—whether an atom, a molecule, a cell, a bodily organ, an entire organism, or a whole ecosystem—is a thoroughly interconnected “whole/part” in which every part is a part of a greater whole, and every whole is itself a part of a still larger whole in a webwork of interrelationships at every level.

Another key construct in Wilber’s theory is the “pre/trans fallacy.” The pre/trans fallacy (ptf) takes two forms—ptf-1 and ptf-2—in which two different kinds of movements in development (i.e., progressive vs. regressive) are mistakenly taken for the other because they appear identical in that both are, in certain respects, nonpersonal (Wilber, 1980b, 1982). Sometimes the transpersonal level of Self-realization is reduced to and mistaken for the prepersonal level of infancy. This form of the pre/trans fallacy (pft-1) was committed by Sigmund Freud when he equated the “oceanic feelings” of mysticism (a transpersonal state) with infantile feelings of “bliss of primary narcissism” (a prepersonal state) that originate in infancy out of early experiences of profound intimacy with the mother while feeding at her breast. What is actually a new progression to the transpersonal level is misinterpreted as being an old regression to a previous prepersonal level.

The second form of pre/trans fallacy (ptf-2), according to Wilber, was committed by Carl G. Jung when he equated the primal Ground of being of infancy and childhood (a prepersonal state) as being identical with the developmental attainment of adult Self-realization and enlightenment (a transpersonal state). What is attained in transpersonal Self-realization is not, in Wilber’s view, a re-contacting of something present in infancy and childhood (a devolution), but something entirely different that is not yet attained at the prepersonal level of infancy and childhood. You do not suddenly make a “U-turn.” The correct application of the pre/trans distinction remains a subject of debate in Transpersonal Psychology (B. Daniels, 2004; S. Taylor, 2009; Washburn, 1998, 2003b).




All-Quadrant, All-Levels (or AQAL) Model


Wilber and associates have expanded and elaborated upon applications of this theory—now called the All-Quadrant, All-Levels (or AQAL) model—in areas such as business and education (Esbjörn-Hargens, 2010), religion (Wilber, 2017a), and contemporary politics (Wilber, 2017b). AQAL is a multifaceted approach that integrates psychology’s four distinct subject matters: mental processes (including phenomenological experience), behavior (including its neurobiological substrates), social situations (including environmental stimuli such as the presence and behaviors of others), and culture (including social cognitions such as knowledge, language, symbols of all kinds, values, and norms). The four “quadrants” of human activity include (a) its interior subjective individual psychological aspect, (b) its exterior objective individual physiological/behavioral aspect, (c) its interior collective cultural aspect, and (d) its exterior collective social aspect (Wilber, 2000c). Because subjective consciousness, objective behavior, and intersubjective culture and society are interdependent, mutually arise and develop, jointly limit and constrain each other, reciprocally influence and determine one another, then any one quadrant cannot be adequately understood without reference to the others. “Each level of [human] consciousness,” Wilber (2000b) stated, “is actually a four-quadrant affair, molded equally by intentional, behavioral, cultural, and social factors” (p. 431).

Every objective behavior has subjective and intersubjective components and every subjective and intersubjective action has objective, material correlates. This means that the most scientific approach to take to the study of any human experience and behavior incorporates 1st-person (“I”) subjectivist accounts of phenomenological experience and 2nd-person (“We”) intersubjective psychodynamic and cognitive interpretations that give the facts of experience their shared meaning. It integrates these with 3rd-person (“It”) objective scientific descriptions of the corresponding biological mechanisms, environmental events, and overt behaviors that give the interior subjective experience and intersubjective meanings their exterior, concrete, material expression and form (Wilber, 2000a). Any truly complete theory of human development, according to Wilber, must take all four quadrants into account.




Assessment of Wilber’s Structural-Hierarchical Perspective


Wilber has since separated himself from the field of Transpersonal Psychology to form his own school of thought called Integral MetaTheory or Integral Psychology (not to be confused with the Integral Psychology of Sri Aurobindo) (Wilber, 1999c). Wilber’s theories continue to influence transpersonal theory—if only to give a stalwart position against which to protest, criticize, and revise (Angel, 2006; Bowman, 2009; Ferrer, 2011a; S. Taylor, 2009; Washburn, 2003b). Critics argue, for instance, that Wilber’s hierarchical model is implicitly value-laden and ends up stratifying states of consciousness into “higher” and “lower” stages that are automatically construed as being “more” or “less” spiritual. Critics also object to Wilber’s presumption that Buddhist-inspired nondual awareness is the highest possible stage of consciousness development without providing independent evidence that it actually is. Many of the criticisms of Wilber’s structural-hierarchical model of transpersonal development are summarized in Donald Rothberg and Sean Kelly’s book, Ken Wilber in Dialogue: Conversations with Leading Transpersonal Thinkers (Rothberg & Kelly, 1998).

Although it is important to acknowledge the limitations and shortcomings of Wilber’s model, it is also important not to take those parts of Wilber’s theory as a representative sample of Wilber’s whole project. Wilber’s AQAL has proven to be a productive heuristic framework for clarifying the relationship between interior and exterior, subjective and objective, individual and collective dimensions of psychological growth and consciousness development (McIntosh, 2015). According to consciousness researcher Allan Combs (2013), Wilber’s AQAL model has “organized the entire field of psychology into a single theoretical framework… large enough to embrace virtually all of psychology’s major schools of thought and practice [in which] each type of psychology took its rightful place beside the others” (p. 167).

Wilber’s writings are prolific and his theory is vast in scope and has changed many times, making it a daunting task to accurately summarize it (Reynolds, 2004, 2006). Wilber’s book, The Integral Vision, provides an accessible summary of Wilber’s key ideas for the general reader (Wilber, 2007).






Michael Washburn’s Spiral-Dynamic Theory of Ego Development



Transpersonal philosopher and author Michael Washburn (1995, 2003b) proposed a theory of human development that integrates Freudian psychoanalytic and Jungian depth-psychology perspectives with spiritual aspects of the psyche described in Eastern and Western wisdom traditions.




Three Stages of Life


The spiral-dynamic perspective charts personality growth through three “stages of life” that reflect three different forms of relationship between the ego and its Dynamic Ground (i.e., the source of psychic energy; Washburn, 1995, p. 4). These three stages—pre-egoic, egoic, and transegoic—resemble Wilber’s prepersonal, personal, and transpersonal distinctions. Washburn’s model traces development beginning with the earliest pre-egoic stages of body-ego emergence that represents the most physically oriented portion of the self which occurs when the ego differentiates itself from its grounding in the natural world. Development then moves through an aggressively repressive dissociation of ego from its grounding in the corporeal body. This “primal repression” results in the emergence of a Cartesian separation of the ego-intellect from the dynamic unconscious in a psyche that is now divided against itself. Ultimately, the developmental process leads to transegoic stages in a reacquaintance of the ego-self with the original Dynamic Ground that gave it birth. This last transpersonal or transegoic stage of life constitutes, not a return to the original pre-egoic relationship but, “the period of spiritual regeneration and higher integration” with a newly constituted ego (p. vi).

In Washburn’s model, the ego follows a “there-and-back” or spiral trajectory, departing from its place of origin in the Dynamic Ground and ultimately returning in a transformed way; hence, the name spiral-dynamic. During the first half of life, ego development is viewed as moving in a direction away from the Dynamic Ground (from a prepersonal, pre-egoic stage to a personal, egoic stage). During the second half of life, ego development spirals back on the way to a higher union with the Dynamic Ground (from a personal, egoic stage to a transpersonal, transegoic stage). The key metaphor is that of a spiral journey—one that travels outward and then returns, but unlike a circle, not to its exact point of origin. This contrasts with Wilber’s (1986) structural-hierarchical “spectrum of consciousness” model, which posits an image of multiple lines or streams of development (e.g., cognitive, emotional, moral, spiritual, social) proceeding in a linear direction from primitive to transcendent stages of consciousness development.




Comparing Structural-Hierarchical and Spiral-Dynamic Perspectives


The spiral-dynamic perspective of human development is largely grounded in psychoanalytic concepts of ego and the unconscious and Jungian depth psychology. Washburn (2003a) considered his transpersonal theory of human development to be complementary to Wilber’s, although there are a number of significant differences between the two perspectives.


	Whereas spiral-dynamic theory focuses on the subconscious-unconscious dynamics of the deep psyche that operate on human development, the structural-hierarchical paradigm focuses on the functions of the ego that operate more or less at a conscious level during development.

	Ken Wilber’s conception of the “highest” stage of consciousness as nondual awareness has been strongly influenced by a notion of human nature grounded in Vedanta Buddhist philosophy and notions of Western mysticism. Michael Washburn’s notion of the “highest” stage of consciousness as dual/nondual has been strongly influenced by Western psychiatric notions of a conscious/unconscious psyche grounded in Freudian and Jungian psychology.

	Instead of Wilber’s view of human development as movement through a progressive series of increasingly more differentiated-and-inclusive hierarchical stages, Washburn proposes a spiral movement that is played out between the ego and its ultimate source in the Dynamic Ground. In Washburn’s theory, essentially the same “dynamic potentials” are given expression at each prepersonal, personal, and transpersonal stage of personality development, instead of inherently different potentials as asserted in Wilber’s structural-hierarchical model.



Ken Wilber’s hierarchical-structural model and Michael Washburn’s spiral-dynamic model arguably approach transpersonal development from different directions and, as a result, each highlight different dynamic mechanisms that move development through similar stages of pre-ego/prepersonal® egoic/personal® trans-egoic/transpersonal human development.






Jorge Ferrer’s Philosophy of Participatory Spirituality



The essential principles of participatory spirituality in Transpersonal Psychology are described in detail in Jorge Ferrer’s book, Revisioning Transpersonal Theory (Ferrer, 2002). The perspective is elaborated in later writings (Ferrer, 2003, 2009, 2014; Ferrer & Sherman, 2008b) and in Ferrer’s 2017 book, Participation and the Mystery (Ferrer, 2017). The participatory perspective is also represented by the works of scholars such as John Heron (2006) and Henryk Skolimowski (1994). A concise introduction to Ferrer’s participatory spirituality perspective can be found in his 10-year retrospective “Participatory Spirituality and Transpersonal Theory” (Ferrer, 2011b).



The Co-Created, Relational Nature of Human Spirituality


The participatory perspective typified in the work of Jorge Ferrer “stresses the co-created nature of spiritual knowledge… and respect for the irreducible diversity of spiritual traditions and individual spiritual paths” (Washburn, 2003b, p. 2). It proposes that every spiritual experience is a truly unique, individual, interactive, co-creating encounter with an “undetermined Mystery” that is itself creative and co-creating, dynamic and interactive. Every religious experience is a co-created event between the spiritual seeker, on the one hand, and “an always dynamic and undetermined mystery, spiritual power, and/or creative energy of life or reality,” on the other (Ferrer & Sherman, 2008b, p. 45). The religious experience is not of something, but an experience with something, a relational encounter that brings into being something new through the co-action and mutual participation of both the spiritual seeker and the undetermined Mystery of being (Hartelius & Ferrer, 2013). The relational nature of the encounter creates a new spiritual reality brought into being by the experiencing of it.




A Plurality of Valid Spiritual Realities


There is not just one spiritual reality any more than there is just one mystical experience. There are as many various kinds of spiritual realities and mystical experiences as there are personalities. According to Jorge Ferrer and Jacob Sherman (2008b), “the radical openness, interrelatedness, and creativity of the mystery and/or the cosmos allows for the participatory enaction of an indefinite number of possible self-disclosures of reality and corresponding religious worlds” [emphasis in the original] (p. 32). The relational encounter between the spiritual seeker and the undetermined Mystery brings into existence a new spiritual reality co-created by the participative engagement and co-action of the spiritual seeker and the inner vitality of the universe of which everything is composed. The result is a genuine plurality of ontologically rich, co-created, emergent spiritual realities.





Discerning Authentic Spiritualities


According to Ferrer, the diversity and plurality of spiritual life cannot be ignored and takes precedence over perceived similarities and commonalities among the different religions that have been abstracted from individual experiences of very dissimilar spiritual traditions to produce an artificially conceptual “perennial philosophy” that is believed to unite all religions. The true commonality of all religions and spiritual paths is not to be found in static spiritual essences of a pre-given Ultimate Reality or in the reductive abstraction of individual differences into universal categories of experience and behaviors that explain the “all” yet fail to describe the “each.”

The true commonality of all religions and spiritual paths—and the means of discernment by which “true” spirituality can be distinguished from the “false”—can be found in the ethical transformation of the individual spiritual seeker that is enacted by such encounters. Ferrer’s criteria includes becoming less aggressively narcissistic, more compassionate toward others, and movement “from narrow self-centeredness toward a fuller participation in the mystery of existence” (Ferrer, 2008a, p. 138). The challenge of recognizing authentic paths to inner transformation remains an important topic of debate in Transpersonal Psychology (Anthony, Ecker, & Wilber, 1987; Caplan, 2009).






Holotropic Perspective



The holotropic (meaning “moving toward [tropic] wholeness” [holo]) perspective emerged in Transpersonal Psychology as a consequence of the research into nonordinary states of consciousness by transpersonal researcher and scholar Stanislav Grof, MD, and psychotherapist Christina Grof (S. Grof, 2000; Grof et al., 2008; Yensen & Dryer, 1996). The holotropic perspective anticipated the therapeutic potential of psychedelics as medicines, expanded psychiatry’s understanding of the unconscious dimensions of the human psyche, and facilitated the identification of both drug and non-drug methods “where people can actually have spiritual experiences” (Grof et al., 2008, p. 156).





Holotropic States of Consciousness



Stanislav Grof began his career studying the effects of the drug lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) on consciousness in psychotherapeutic settings (Grof, 1972, 1975). A technique called “Holotropic Breathwork” was later developed that was found to produce similar experiences of self-expansiveness as occurred during LSD psychedelic sessions, except now it was a non-drug catalyst that was activating the deep levels of the human unconscious (S. Grof & C. Grof, 2010). According to Stanislav Grof (2012),



In psychedelic therapy, holotropic states are brought about by administering mind-altering substances, such as LSD, psilocybin, mescaline, and tryptamine or amphetamine derivatives. In Holotropic Breathwork, consciousness is changed by a combination of faster breathing, evocative music, and energy-releasing bodywork. In spiritual emergencies, holotropic states occur spontaneously, in the middle of everyday life, and their cause is usually unknown. If they are correctly understood and supported, these episodes have an extraordinary healing, transformative, and even evolutionary potential.

(pp. 140–141)



Psychedelic substances and Holotropic Breathwork are not the only means of catalyzing holotropic states of awareness. Holotropic states can also be elicited in shamanic initiatory rituals and trances; indigenous cultural rites of passage; rhythmic drumming, dancing, and singing; extended social and sensory isolation; extreme physiological manipulations (e.g., fasting, sleep deprivation, body mutilation); ritual use of psychedelic plants; near-death experiences; spiritual practices (e.g., meditation, yoga); hypnotism; and experiential psychotherapy (e.g., primal therapy).





Realms of the Human Unconscious



Grofs’ LSD and holotropic breathwork research have disclosed the existence of psychical realms that include not only the Freudian personal subconscious familiar to psychoanalytic psychiatry, but also Rankian birth memories (Rank, 1929). Beneath this layer of consciousness, the Jungian collective unconscious is encountered. At figuratively “deeper” layers of the psyche, previous life and racial memories, and multidimensional encounters with non-physical beings and entities may occur (Grof, 1975). Experiences at this transpersonal level also may elicit encounters with highly individuated, codified, multidimensional psychological structures. Transpersonal scholar of religious studies, Christopher Bache (2000a) provided evocative descriptions and insightful reflections of his own profound experiences regarding the nature and existence of these realms of the human unconscious utilizing Grof’s powerful psychedelic methods.

Psychedelic/holotropic research has disclosed the operation of psychological structures within the personality that involve dimensions of psychical realities and aspects of identity previously unknown to orthodox, Western psychiatry (e.g., perinatal matrices of birth memories, reincarnational selves, secondary centers of consciousness, individuated psychological structures; Grof, 1988a, 1993). The holotropic perspective provides mainstream psychology a window into more advanced psychological structures that represent glimmerings of the expansions in self-consciousness and self-identity that form the building blocks of transpersonal experiences.

From the perspective of transhumanistic Aspect Psychology, “any real psychology must take all of these levels of the self into consideration for the physically-oriented self that you know is largely formed by the subjective self of which you know so little” (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 7, p. 330). The existence of such psychological structures and levels of the self, according to Stanislav Grof (2012), indicates that “in our everyday state of consciousness we identify with only a small fraction of who we really are and do not experience the full extent of our being” (p. 139). Grof’s proposal that working with these previously unknown self-structures can serve as a cornerstone for transpersonal development deserves further study (Cunningham, 2012, 2013; Kilmartin, 2012; Skafish, 2011).



Call for New Metaphysical Foundations of Psychological Science


The nature and limits of phenomena of the kind encountered in holotropic states of consciousness—such as experiential access to perinatal, ancestral, racial, and previous life memories; encounters with archetypal figures; experiential identifications with other people, groups of people, other life forms, elements of the inorganic world, Universal Mind, meta-cosmic void, and emptiness—requires further exploration. The empirical evidence documenting the existence of such “anomalous” phenomena has important ramifications for the way general psychology thinks about the nature of human personality, especially in light of the healing, transformative and evolutionary potential of such phenomena. Stanislav and Christina Grof have continually advocated for new metaphysical foundations of modern science that would accommodate the empirical findings of their consciousness research (C. Grof & S. Grof, 2017; S. Grof, 1983, 2000). According to Stanislav Grof (2012), the existence of these phenomena is “so radical that they question the basic metaphysical assumptions of materialistic science concerning the nature of reality and of human beings and the relationship between consciousness and matter” (pp. 138, 148).

Much of the knowledge about human personality in general psychology looks at the Self with the ego as its starting point—and ends up being largely a psychology created by the ego, for the ego, about the ego, from the point of view of the ego in the normal state of ego-consciousness. This approach to the study of human personality with the ego as its starting point is an entirely valuable and legitimate enterprise. It offers important insights into how thoughts, emotions, perceptions, motives, and behavior of the conscious “I” (the ego) operating in the waking state of consciousness can be influenced by other people, features of the environment/situation, and the norms and expectations of a given society or culture. From the holotropic perspective, however, such a psychology ends up with a relatively superficial view of selfhood because it presumes ego-consciousness to encompass the totality of the psyche or at least to constitute its most important part.

A psychology that is based on an egocentric, single reality-field perspective of human experience and behavior in the ordinary waking state of consciousness represents at best only one-half or perhaps one-third of what is going on in subjective life. Phenomenological, behavioral, and neurological data indicate that the egocentric perspective is likely to be partial, limited, and perhaps even distorted. It is not the only aspect of consciousness worth studying or even the only aspect that actually exists. It is a perspective that is a relatively narrow one and brings about a certain artificial shrinking of psychical reality. It actually tells us little about the existence and nature of the self as it operates beneath the stream of normal waking consciousness (Ellenberger, 1970; Myers, 1976 [1889–1895]; E. Taylor, 1996a, 2009). The stream of consciousness, like the stream of life, has its own reality and the personal ego sees only the surface.

If you want to gather the necessary evidence for these other aspects of consciousness, then you need to enter into these other aspects of consciousness, just as you need to enter into ordinary waking consciousness in order to know what that is like. You cannot do it in a different state of consciousness that is “outside” the state of consciousness you are investigating, although each perspective provides important understanding. This aligns with the recommendation made by transpersonal psychologist Charles Tart (1972) for a “state-specific” science. If you want to establish the legitimacy and epistemic validity of the phenomena that appear in a holotropic state of consciousness, you need to enter into that state of awareness and study it from the inside out, and not the other way around. If you want to know what dreaming consciousness is like, for example, then you need to go to sleep and have a dream.






Cross-Cultural/Anthropological Perspective



The cross-cultural perspective is formally defined as “the critical and comparative study of cultural effects on human psychology [that examines] psychological diversity and the underlying reasons for such diversity [and attempts] to establish psychological universals and phenomena common to all people and groups” (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, pp. 2–3). Transpersonal Psychology has been criticized for not being sufficiently cross-cultural in its research and study of transpersonal experiences (e.g., Hartelius, Caplan, & Rardin, 2007). Although there is merit to this critique, it is also true that the cross-cultural perspective has not been completely ignored by transpersonal researchers.

Arthur Hastings and colleagues, for instance, published an annotated bibliography of culturally situated research going back to the 1960s that examined Islamic, Indian, African-American, Native American, and Japanese spiritualities from a cross-cultural perspective (Hastings et al., 2001). These studies were published in an array of U.S. mainstream and international publications including American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences, International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, Journal of Black Psychology, Journal of Indian Psychology, Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development, and Transcultural Psychiatry. These cross-cultural/anthropological studies “reflect some dimension of transpersonal psychology, in such areas as religious and spiritual perspectives, consciousness, meditation, expanded notions of self, transcendence, altered and nonordinary states, and the effects of religious motivation” (Hastings et al., 2001, p. 152).

The cross-cultural perspective in Transpersonal Psychology calls attention to how cultures resemble one another and how they differ on fundamental attributes that significantly shape social attitudes and values toward spiritual/religious/transpersonal experiences (e.g., collectivism and individualism, power distance, uncertainty orientation and avoidance, traditional and nontraditional orientation, dependent and interdependent selves; Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 1995). The psychologies of East and West, for instance, have markedly contrasting views of the human condition and the nature of human consciousness and a cross-cultural perspective brings these divergent images of the human person to awareness (Walsh, 1983).

The cross-cultural perspective provides an important compensatory and balancing viewpoint regarding models of human spirituality that are based solely on research conducted using white, male, Anglo-Saxon, Western-European, Christian populations raised in monophasic Western cultures which is insufficiently representative of peoples in polyphasic Asia, Africa, South America, and indigenous cultures (Gregory & Kellaway, 2016). It offers a way of clarifying the applicability of various transpersonal concepts developed in Europe and the United States to non-Western cultures (Mayoral, Laca, & Mejia, 2010).



Contributions of a Cross-Cultural Perspective to Research


Incorporating a cross-cultural approach to the study of exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities has several distinct benefits. For example, it advances understanding of how different cultures address issues such as (a) transcendence (Asante, 1984) and how to humanize an inhumane world (Heelas, 2013), (b) nonviolence (Teixeira, 1987) and reconciliation (Machinga & Friedman, 2013), and (c) loss of embodied spirituality in the postmodern world (Berman, 2000; Ferrer, 2008b). A cross-cultural perspective helps to assess how frequently transpersonal experiences occur across cultures and if a strong relationship exists between modern transpersonal concepts and premodern religious concepts in different cultures throughout history (Walach, 2005).

A cross-cultural perspective can also aid understanding of the nature and function of exceptional human experiences, such as peak-experiences, as they manifest in particular cultures (e.g., peak-experiences among Japanese youth; Hoffman & Muramoto, 2007). Clinically, the cross-cultural perspective highlights the need for “spiritual competency” to be included as part of training in cultural competency and how what constitutes effective psychotherapy may differ for different cultural populations (Hodge & Bushfield, 2007; Lukoff & Lu, 1999; Whitley, 2012).

The cross-cultural perspective draws attention to the fact that any adequate cultivation of transpersonal (beyond ego) states of consciousness and post-conventional stages of development must take into account the social constructions of particular cultures (Hastings et al., 2001; Rao, 2005). According to transpersonal researcher David Lukoff, “enhancing cross-cultural communication around the world’s diverse spiritual traditions is one of the vital areas where transpersonal psychology can continue to contribute (cited in Judy, 2018, p. 43). Mental health professionals Mary Fukuyama and Todd Sevig (1999) stated, “There is no transpersonal psychology without the multicultural and the spiritual perspectives [that open] the door to studying a broader range of human experiences” (p. 165).


TRANSPERSONAL ANTHROPOLOGY

The incorporation of a cross-cultural perspective in the field of Transpersonal Psychology has led to the development of the field of transpersonal anthropology (Campbell & Staniford, 1978; Gaffin, 2012). Transpersonal anthropology is a perspective that counters the ethnocentric cultural assumptions of Western positivist science that have dominated Euro-American psychology for the past 100 years (Laughlin, McManus, & Shearer, 1983; Laughlin & Throop, 2001; J. MacDonald, 1981. It has disclosed how much American psychology has been imprisoned by Western civilization’s educational conditioning, habitual patterns of daily living, and cultural values that influence its perception and understanding of other societies and cultures through the murky haze of its own misconceptions and mistaken beliefs.

Transpersonal anthropology has contributed to our understanding of how cultures differ in their experience, understanding, and valuing of different states of consciousness, such as dreaming, trance, possession, meditation (i.e., polyphasic cultures and monophasic cultures; Laughlin, 1988). Polyphasic cultures, for instance, incorporate altered states of consciousness into their ways of obtaining knowledge about the nature of reality whereas monophasic cultures privilege only what happens in normal waking consciousness as valid and legitimate experience. What is considered as creative, ordinary, normal, and practical experiences and behavior in polyphasic cultures may well be considered bizarre, nonordinary, abnormal, and useless experiences and behavior in monophasic cultures. As transpersonal anthropologist Charles Laughlin (2013a) put it, “An experience that is transpersonal for one person may not be transpersonal for another.… Transpersonal experience has a lot to do with what a person’s worldview prepares her or him to project upon potentially transpersonal experience” (p. 46).







Feminist Transpersonalism and Women’s Spirituality



The feminist perspective calls attention to the diversity and complexity of women’s spirituality and to the unique attributes that women possess that make their biopsychospiritual development different from that of men (Christ, 1997; Malkemus & Thouin-Savard, 2019; Plaskow & Christ, 1989). Its advocacy of nontraditional psychotherapeutic practices (e.g., ritual, dreamwork, hands-on healing, shamanistic techniques) and explicitly feminist epistemologies have been important contributions to the field (e.g., intuitive inquiry, Anderson, 2004; organic inquiry, J. Clements, 2011) (see also Jaggar & Bordo, 1989). At the center of the development of the feminist perspective in psychology was Jean Baker Miller’s (1976) book, Toward a New Psychology of Women, which is “considered a core text of feminist personality theory” and the Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT) developed at the Stone Center at Wellesley College (Wellesley, MA) (Frager & Fadiman, 2013, p. 138).



Spirituality in a Different Voice


The call for greater attention to the gendered-situated nature of human spirituality has been an important antidote to the field’s tendency to presume that transpersonal experiences and pathways of spiritual development representative of males’ experience and development are universal and normative for both sexes (Hartelius, Caplan, & Rardin, 2007). Similar to the cross-cultural perspective, the feminist perspective provides an important compensatory and balancing remedy to models of spirituality that are based solely on research conducted with white, male populations.

The presumption that male spirituality and female spirituality are the same overlooks the influence of socialization processes that create diversity in the lived spiritual experience of people and lead to the creation of sociocultural-situated gendered identities. Academic degree programs dedicated to the study and practice of women’s spirituality (e.g., Sofia University, California Institute of Integral Studies) and Jorge Ferrer’s (2003, 2008b) participatory spirituality are two notable exceptions to this tendency. According to Christine Brooks (2010), “Ferrer’s (2002) vision of transpersonal psychology, firmly grounded in participatory, pluralistic perspectives, seems closely aligned to feminist principles and suggests several intersections in theory and practice that may contribute to a feminist transpersonal perspective” (p. 47). One-sized spirituality does not fit all, in other words. Sociocultural realities such as gender affect the nature of transpersonal experiences and spiritual development across the lifespan.




A Socially Engaged Spirituality


Of all transpersonal orientations, the feminist perspective is the one that emphasizes Transpersonal Psychology as a psychology of transformative process the most. All lived experience in the human cultural world is necessarily embedded within social justice issues dealing with inequity and disparity of privilege due to gender roles associated with biological sex. Human trafficking, violence against women, women impacted by war, women’s representation in the workplace and poverty, sex discrimination, sexual victimization, and domestic violence are important issues of concern for any “transformative psychology of the whole person in intimate relationship with an interconnected and evolving world” (Hartelius, Rothe, & Roy, 2013, p. 14). The social justice issues that are at the center of feminism and the feminist perspective give deeper meaning to the concept of “consciousness-raising” implied by a transformative Transpersonal Psychology.




A Relational Spirituality


Relationality is a central concept in feminist psychology. The feminist perspective serves as a reminder “that we, as human beings, grow and develop through relationship and not in individual vacuums of experience” (Brooks, 2010, p. 40). The feminist perspective in Transpersonal Psychology enlarges the transpersonal context so that it transcends a strictly intrapersonal (within the individual) focus to encompass a more inclusive interpersonal (between or among individuals) theme of “beyond ego-in-relationship-to others.” It situates humanity’s spiritual nature within a larger gendered, socially engaged, relational context. It is this larger socially constructed context of gendered and racial identities that reflects the true diversity of human psychospiritual development.




An Earth-Based Spirituality


Feminist writer Starhawk (1982) highlighted the connection between a women’s felt sense of relationality and interconnectedness of all things. She draws attention to transpersonal experiences that are grounded in an earth-based concept of spiritual immanence—“the awareness of the world and everything in it as alive, dynamic, interdependent, and interacting, infused with moving energies: a living being, a weaving dance” (p. 177). The feminist perspective also calls attention to the contextual nature of gender-situated spiritual reality as always happening in the here-and-now context of daily life embedded within a human cultural world. “Enlightenment does exist,” master meditator and Buddhist monk Jack Kornfield (2000) reminds us, and “Our realizations and awakenings show us the reality of the world, and they bring transformation, but they pass. After the ecstasy, comes the laundry” (p. xiii). Doing the laundry, washing the dishes, driving the car is where Enlightenment is ultimately put to the test of action and further development (Hanh, 1990). Abstract conceptualizations of figurative “higher” states of consciousness obtained from a viewpoint “nowhere in particular” by a neutered, disembodied, decontextualized ego may be a privileged concept in some areas of psychology, but has limited applicability in participatory, socially engaged, relational, earth-based spiritualities from a feminist perspective (T. Nagel, 1989).






Ecological Perspective



The earth-based concept of immanence that grounds feminist perspectives in Transpersonal Psychology also grounds the ecological perspective that calls attention to the species’ entwinement with the living world of plants and animals and planet Earth itself (Warren, 1994). Human spirituality did not emerge by refusing its animal heritage, but upon an extension of what that heritage is. It is not a matter of rising above one’s embodied nature to truly appreciate one’s spirituality, but of evolving from a fuller understanding of that nature. In this respect, the natural world becomes “a portal to the transpersonal… rooted in nondual views of human–nature relationships… [and] a self-identity that has expanded to include the natural world and a sense of unity and oneness” (Davis & Canty, 2013, pp. 607–608).



The Human–Nature Connection


The ecological perspective is grounded in the principle that “everything is related to everything else.” It is a principle recognized by systems theory that understands the world to be joined together by a metapattern that underlies the apparent diversity of seemingly isolated things perceived by the physical senses. This “pattern that connects” is called by many names—the web of life (Capra, 1996), the living universe (Elgin, 2009), cosmic law and implicate order (Bohm, 1980; Bohm & Peat, 2000)—but in all cases we are referring to the vast, intricate, self-sustaining webwork of interrelationships and interactions reflected in the constant communication between all living things and their environments that make up the more comprehensive whole of nature which biologist Lyall Watson (1973) called “Supernature” (p. 4).

The human–nature connection is not merely a theoretical or symbolic relationship, in other words, but a literal and practical one. There is now a substantial body of evidence to show that biodiversity is fundamentally linked to human wellbeing and to the wellbeing of all human societies (Kellert, 1997). The human–nature connection is biologically pertinent and its disruption has consequences for physical and psychological health. Ecological grief has been identified as a mental health response to climate change-related loss (Clayton et al., 2017; Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018) and people who have a love for all animals can experience severe physiological distress at the sight of their being harmed in socially sanctioned acts of permissive killing (e.g., slaughterhouse, hunting and trapping; classroom dissection, laboratory experiments, roadkill; M. Fox, 1990).





Emergence of the Ecological Perspective


Born out of the counterculture movement of the 1960s and 1970s, the ecological perspective matured in the late 1980s and 1990s into the field of ecopsychology (Roszak, 2001), the Deep Ecology movement (Naess, 1987, 1989, 2002) and transpersonal ecology (W. Fox, 1995). The ecological perspective shares common theoretical ground with feminist-vegetarian critical theory that connects meat eating and sexual oppression (C. Adams, 1990), eco-feminism that links the social movements of environmentalism, animal liberation, and feminism (Gaard, 1993), and vegetarianism that relates fundamental assumptions of a meat-eating society with moral, political, and social choices made in the human cultural world (M. Fox, 1999).

The ecological perspective and the field of transpersonal ecopsychology took shape to address the psychological reasons behind the global environmental crises of our times (Schroll & Hartelius, 2011). On the one hand, there are the social crises of the human cultural world involving war and violence, social injustice, economic inequalities, weapons of mass destruction, homelessness, Third World debt, malnutrition and hunger, terrorism, oppression based on race, class, sex, physical disabilities, sexual orientation. On the other hand, there are environmental crises of the physical natural world involving overpopulation, depletion of natural resources, air and water pollution, destabilization and destruction of the environment, and climate change. Both kinds of global crises—the crisis of the human cultural world and of the other-than-human natural world—are interconnected because they are all human-caused (Walsh, 1984).

Transpersonal Psychology has an important role to play in healing the wounded human–nature relationship (A. Fisher, 2013). Jungian scholar Meredith Sabibi (2016) discussed how Carl Jung diagnosed our loss of identification with Nature as the cause of the wounding of our original relationship with the natural world and consequent emergence of the current ecological crisis. Transpersonal scholar and educator Christopher Bache (2000b) proposed that to heal our wounded planet requires a healing of our wounded soul by a transformation of ego and the collective recognition of our responsibility in the creation of the crisis. This is why the human–nature connection is a transpersonal concern and the environment is a spiritual and a religious issue (Rockefeller & Elder, 1992). Once the felt-sense of inter-being with nature is restored, then it can give rise to experiences of self-expansiveness that can further heal the spiritual disconnection with the Earth and all of its flora and fauna that people may feel living in an isolated and artificial urban-technological culture (Berry, 2009; Devereux, 1996; Swan, 2000).




The Ecological-Transpersonal Connection


According to John Davis and Jeanine Canty (2013), ecopsychology and Transpersonal Psychology share the common theme that one’s self-identity, one’s body, other people, the natural world, and the cosmos itself always exist in relationship with one another and are all part of “a transpersonal whole” (p. 598). Deepening this unity-identity-whole relationship with nature and with nature’s source promotes ego-transcendence and ego-transformation and an ethic of environmentally responsible behavior. Deborah Winter (1996) had earlier highlighted this connection between the ecological perspective and Transpersonal Psychology by drawing attention to the perceptual, cognitive, and spiritual shift in awareness emphasized in both perspectives that requires movement “from the smaller, autonomous, ego-oriented self to the wider and deeper ecological self” (p. 264).

What emerges from this shift in consciousness is a fundamentally different kind of self-structure—what ecopsychology calls the ecological self (W. Fox, 1990)—that sees itself and the natural world sharing a common source in the “undetermined mystery of life and reality” and “creative power that is the source of [their] being” (Ferrer’s phrases). From a psychodynamic perspective, it is the healing of the personal ego’s perceived disconnection from both its inner transpersonal (beyond ego) self and Nature that inaugurates such a spiritual transformation (spiritual ecology; Vaughan-Lee, 2013).

The numerous scientific research studies that have been conducted on this topic will appeal to those who seek to underpin their interest in the nature-spirituality connection with a rigorous empirical and theoretical base. This research includes studies of the ecological self (St. John & MacDonald, 2007) and the connection between feelings of connectedness with nature and environmentally responsible behavior (Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2009). It includes studies of wilderness settings as a source of spiritual inspiration (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999) and as triggers for transcendent peak experiences (McDonald, Wearing, & Ponting, 2009). It includes investigations of the feelings of awe that can accompany the presence of nature’s beauty and grandeur (Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007) and the psychological benefits of a wilderness experience (Kaplan & Talbot, 1983).

It is definitely important to actively support, promote, and engage in pro-environmental behaviors (e.g., sustainable environmental actions, ecological lifestyles, environmental activism, resource management, recycling, and conservation; Klöckner, 2013). The deeper disease can only be healed, however, through a transformation of consciousness that finds a response in a global mind change (Harman, 1998). Some transpersonal scholars believe that the successful development of the ecological self through awareness, immersion in nature, and other forms of mindfulness and healing practices holds the key to reunification with the natural world and tapping into the transpersonal potentials of human consciousness itself (e.g., Davis & Canty, 2013).





II. The Multifaceted Perspectives of Human Consciousness




Mapping the Personal Reality of Conscious States



The best way to learn about the transpersonal potentials of human consciousness is by exploring one’s own embodied consciousness as it is used in different ways. The aim is to explore and discover what the contours of your own awareness feels like as it is oriented in different directions and viewed from different perspectives. To become familiar with the transpersonal potentialities of one’s own states of consciousness, the person must be willing to step aside from her or his usual, ordinary state of consciousness, and experience a variety of alternate states of awareness and reflectively evaluate their “altered pattern of phenomenological properties” (Rock & Krippner, 2007, p. 33). In order to do this, the individual needs to momentarily turn his or her attention away from the activity taking place in the external environment and turn off or turn down the physical senses (operationally, this means closing your eyes). It means imaginatively switching the channels of your awareness, and focusing the spotlight of your attention inward upon those inner events and activity that may have escaped your notice earlier.

Like switching channels on your television set, the waking “I” becomes aware of other “programs” of psychological content operating simultaneously beneath, beyond, behind, or within (choose your metaphor) one’s waking physically oriented stream of consciousness. When the spotlight of awareness is turned in another direction—away from the apparent givenness of outer physical objects and events and toward the inner realms of one’s subconscious—then alternate patterns of experience become free to rise into conscious awareness of the personal ego for inspection. The simplest way to begin is to close your eyes and relax your body and shift the focus of your attention away from outer realities and toward inner ones.



Practical Experiment: Alpha-One


The following experiment called Alpha-One is adapted from transhumanistic Aspect Psychology and is designed to help you become better familiar with the mobility of your own consciousness as it is playfully oriented in different directions (Watkins, 1980–1981, Vol. 1, pp. 234–235). Your starting point is your experience of what your waking consciousness feels like when it is truly alert in the present moment. To achieve this state, “try for a few minutes to make up sentences stating what you are at this moment aware of. Begin each sentence with the words ‘now’ or ‘at this moment’ or ‘here and now’” (Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 1951, p. 31). Do this for one minute.

Now close your eyes and clearly see a small figure of yourself standing on a platform, road, path or line located at the same level as your eyes. This is Alpha-One or A-1 and is your starting point for the experiment and represents your present state of alert, waking consciousness. Take a moment to become familiar with what this state of awareness feels like.

Now, imagine another platform, road, or path (whatever you like) located adjacent and parallel to A-1, a little distance away to either the left or the right. Call that platform A-2. Now imaginatively jump or step from A-1 to A-2. Pause and feel the difference in your awareness as you moved from A-1 to A-2.

Next imagine another platform, road, or path next to A-2 a little farther away. Call it A-3 and jump or step over to it. Pause and examine how your consciousness feels. Then move to the next platform that is even farther way from your normal waking consciousness and call it A-4. Pause and examine the feel of your consciousness as you move from A-3 to A-4. Imaginatively look back at A-1 and notice any difference in the feel of your consciousness. Now gradually and slowly move back from A-4 to A-3 to A-2 to A-1, noticing the change in the felt-sense of your awareness each time you do so.

Next imagine a platform above A-1. Call it A-1a and imaginatively climb or step up to it. Pause and examine the feel of your consciousness. Above A-1a see another platform. Call this A-1b and go up this step. Above this is still another. Call it A-1c. Go up this step and pause. Imaginatively look down. Examine your own awareness from this perspective. Then, very gently and slowly move back down each step until your return to A-1, examining the feel of your consciousness each time you do so. Once you reach A-1, open your eyes and return to your normal state of alert, waking consciousness.

Each person will experience the Alpha-One experiment in a different way because all perception is highly individual. Realities are constructed by each person in unique and eccentric ways, although they can overlap with the constructions of other people in predictable ways in the waking state, due to similar human physiology, shared socialization and enculturation processes, and underlying telepathic communications. Performing in the ways suggested by the Alpha-One experiment is predicted to initiate altered patterns of phenomenal experience at each point in the process that can be used for further self-investigation. Abilities develop as you use them and the very act of self-investigation is hypothesized to extend the present limitations of one’s usual pattern experience in the ordinary waking state.

With practice, you should be able to move farther and farther away in psychological distance from A-1. As you react to the data received, it is predicted that you will develop a capacity to include larger amounts of information in ordinary waking awareness as you go about your day and look at the events in your life from more than one perspective. Turning your attention away even momentarily from the worries and concerns of your work-a-day world can give daily life additional meaning, vitality, and purpose. The conscious knowledge that comes with learning to change the focus of your awareness and altering the direction of consciousness in a deliberate and intentional manner will be of great benefit to the egoic personality.

The only real learning is emotional learning and you always work from your own subjective experience. As Roger Walsh and France Vaughan (1980b) put it, “the reality we perceive reflects our own state of consciousness and we can never explore reality without at the same time exploring ourselves, because we are, and because we create, the reality we explore” (p. 55). There is no need, therefore, for your mental pictures at each level of the Alpha-One experiment to resemble others’. Physical pictures taken with a physical camera by a visitor to Paris do not necessarily look like pictures that other visitors to Paris may take. There is no reason why the small region of France that a sojourner visits should represent the entire nation that has different geographies, climates, culture, and politics. The same principle applies to inner journeys to other levels, layers, or regions of the psyche and to the mental photographs taken with your mental camera of the different layers of consciousness symbolically represented in the Alpha-One experiment. There is no need to compare your experience with others in a judging way, merely to know your own.






Conclusion


The structural-hierarchical approach to consciousness development, the spiral-dynamic theory of ego development, the holotropic states-of-consciousness paradigm, and the cross-cultural, feminist, and ecological perspectives discussed in this chapter are only seven of many other contemporary perspectives actively represented in modern Transpersonal Psychology today. The actual range of individual perspectives within the field of Transpersonal Psychology is quite large as the previous chapter describing the varieties of transpersonal orientations illustrates. Transpersonal philosopher Michael Washburn (1995) emphasized this point when he stated,



Transpersonal psychology is less a subdiscipline of psychology than it is a multidisciplinary inquiry aimed at a holistic understanding of human nature. It is a synthesis of several disciplines, including most importantly not only the larger discipline of psychology, but also the disciplines of religion and philosophy….A chief objective of transpersonal theory is to integrate spiritual experience within a larger understanding of the human psyche. Transpersonal theory thus is committed to the possibility of unifying spiritual and psychological perspectives.

(pp. v, 1)




Because of the field’s flexible, open-minded approach to the study of the transpersonal nature of human psychology, a diverse range of phenomena, concepts, and ideas that otherwise could not mingle in general psychology are able to be scientifically examined and put to the test of further development.

The origins and intellectual roots of Transpersonal Psychology are multiple and diverse. It is a psychology that “[brings] together the insights of the individualistic psychologies of the West with the spiritual psychologies of the East and Middle East” (Fadiman, 1980, p. 181). Transpersonal Psychology has been nourished by the same rich soil of Western European philosophy and American cultural traditions that have also played a role in the history of modern general psychology, but with an important difference. As James Fadiman put it, “Conventional psychology is at least 150 years old and transpersonal is 45,000 years old” (Fadiman et al., 2003, p. 119).








Chapter 4


Modern History and Future Challenges
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There are different pathways to the history of modern Transpersonal Psychology (e.g., Daniels, 2013; Fadiman, 1999; Grof, 2008; Grof et al., 2008; S. Kelly, 2002a; Ruzek, 2007; M. Ryan, 2018; Sutich, 1976; E. Taylor, 1999; Vich, 1988, 2008; Walsh, 1993). The particular history written will depend on the historian’s point of view in the present about what happened in the past. The particular events and people that are considered important in the past will be grounded in the vantage point of the present. Two approaches are often utilized to capture the extraordinarily rich and multifaceted history of people and events that formed the fabric of modern Transpersonal Psychology—the personalistic “person-makes-the-times” approach and the sociocultural “times-makes-the-person” approach (Schultz & Schultz, 2012, pp. 14–16).


I. Personalistic “Person-Makes-the-Times” Approach

Five early pioneers of the transpersonal movement, whose concepts and theories influenced the field in significant ways, are Gustav T. Fechner, William James, Frederic W. H. Myers, Carl G. Jung, and Roberto Assagioli.


	Gustav Fechner (1801–1887), the founder of the branch of experimental psychology known as psychophysics, defended the thesis of survival of bodily death, advocated the hypothesis of panpsychism, and created the science of psychophysics as an attempt to clarify the relationship between mind, body, and spirit. In this sense, the roots of mainstream experimental psychology are truly transpersonal in character (for more information, see Bakan, 1992; Fechner, 1992 [1836]; Lowrie, 1946; Rosenzweig, 1987; Zweig, 2006).

	William James (1842–1910) pioneered the research and study of topics that were later to form the core of Transpersonal Psychology’s scientific activities including: critiques of laboratory psychology, open espousal of the cause of psychical research, emphasis on the use of subjective experience as evidence to justify objective knowledge claims, and the open-minded study of all aspects of human existence, including religious experience (for more information, see Barnard, 1997; Bricklin, 2003; James, 1898, 1909, 1910, 1912, 1936/1902, 1956a [1897], 1956b [1898]; Murphy & Ballou, 1960; R. Perry, 1935; Ryan, 2008; E. Taylor, 1984, 1996a, 1996b).

	Frederic W. H. Myers (1843–1901), co-founder of the British Society for Psychical Research, proposed that the conscious self of human personality is only the surface portion of much deeper subconscious, “subliminal” realms of human psyche consisting of innumerable discrete regions and streams of consciousness constituting a multiplicity of selves unified in a single identity called the “Subliminal Self” (“Myers’s doctrine”)—a key idea regarding the nature of human personality that remains important in modern Transpersonal Psychology today (for more information, see Hamilton, 2009; Myers, 1886a, 1903, 1976 [1889–1895]; Ryan, 2010).

	Carl G. Jung (1875–1961) is credited with the first non-English language use of the term “transpersonal” in reference to the “collective unconscious,” was a vocal critic of “a psychology without a psyche,” acknowledged the reality of parapsychological phenomena, and opened up spiritual aspects of subjective life to empirical inquiry (Jung, 1960b [1934]; Scotton, 1996b).

	Roberto Assagioli (1888–1974), founder of Psychosynthesis, advocated for a psychology with a soul and theorized the existence of a Transpersonal Self within the “superconscious” of the human psyche (for more information, see Assagioli, 1965, 1988; Hardy, 1987; Rosselli & Vanni, 2014; Walach, 2005).





II. Sociocultural “Times-Makes-the-Person” Approach

The Continental flavor and European character that formed the intellectual background of many of Transpersonal Psychology’s early pioneers (e.g., Fechner in Germany, Myers in England, Jung in Switzerland, and Assagioli in Italy) is reflected in the concepts and theories of modern Transpersonal Psychology. Modern Transpersonal Psychology in many ways is a uniquely American psychology. It reflects the grand idealism, optimism, individualism, and pragmatism of the United States, and mirrors America’s fundamental belief in the higher potentialities of human nature and its basic conviction that spirituality is an integral aspect of human nature (Fuller, 1986; E. Taylor, 1999).




America’s Visionary Folk Psychology Tradition and the First and Second “Great Awakening” (1720–1900)



The present account of the historical roots of the modern transpersonal movement and the emergence of Transpersonal Psychology draws upon historiographer Eugene Taylor’s book, Shadow Culture: Psychology and Spirituality in America (E. Taylor, 1999). According to Taylor, three different “streams” of history flowed together to contribute to the vitality and significance of modern American psychology. Two of the streams relate to the history of American laboratory psychological science and applied clinical psychology. The third stream of special relevance to Transpersonal Psychology is America’s visionary tradition of folk psychology.



The American Visionary Folk Psychology Tradition


In certain respects, Transpersonal Psychology can be viewed as the academic version of America’s visionary “folk psychology” tradition. According to Eugene Taylor (1999),



Such a psychology is characterized by its emphasis on multiple realities, by its view that personality is shaped by dynamic forces of the unconscious, and by its aim toward an understanding of extraordinary states of consciousness and expanded human potential. It is also known by its intense attraction to the natural environment and by its hint that there is some fundamental relationship between a return to nature and the recovery of basic values. It can be identified by its millennial vision of world peace.

(pp. 15–16)



The transpersonal movement, as a modern representative of the American visionary tradition, also has its roots in what philosopher of religion Robert Ellwood (1973) called the Western “alternative reality tradition” whose language is simultaneously psychological and spiritual. According to Eugene Taylor (1999),



[The alternative reality tradition] rests on the assumption that mental healing is an essential part of physical health and that there is healing in community. It promotes the paranormal as an integral part of human functioning, and it takes seriously accounts of spirit communication on the after-death plane, dream images, personal symbols of one’s destiny, and religious visions.… Above all, the most important element of this psychology is its emphasis on the possibility of the transcendent—that consciousness can be molded into something higher, purer, better.

(pp. 15–16)




This psychospiritual tradition of character development was an enduring part of early American colonial consciousness and eventually became transformed into an underlying force that drove the cultural revolution of the 1960s and its experiential interpretation of the nature of “higher” consciousness (Taylor, 1999, p. x).




Transpersonal Psychology as a Uniquely American Psychology


The beyond-ego, whole-person, transformative themes of modern Transpersonal Psychology are linked to America’s early folk psychology and alternative realities tradition by four strands of American culture. There is (a) the First Great Awakening of the 18th century that shaped American culture from 1720–1750; (b) Swedenborgianism and the New England transcendentalist movement of the early 19th century; (c) the Second Great Awakening of the mid-19th century; and (d) the Spiritualism, Theosophy, “New Thought,” and Christian Science movements of mid-to-late 19th century America (Taylor, 1999). These currents in the Zeitgeist of American society and culture created the potential and the opportunity for the emergence and development of the transpersonal movement in modern times.




The First and Second “Great Awakenings”


The alternative realities tradition and American visionary folk psychology tradition from which modern Transpersonal Psychology eventually emerged can trace its roots to the Puritans and early visionary communities (e.g., the religious revivals of the Quakers and the Shakers) that initiated what Eugene Taylor called the “First Great Awakening.” “The essence of the First Great Awakening,” according to Taylor (1999), “was that it elevated emotional experience and mystical revelation to the level of public consciousness, the liberalization of religious expression and the permission to dissent, which contributed significantly to the emergence of the ideals that led to the American Revolution” (p. 18).

The American visionary tradition eventually gave rise to Swedenborgianism and the transcendentalist intuitive psychology of character formation given voice in New England Transcendentalism (Frothingham, 1959 [1876]). Especially important to the growth of the American visionary tradition in the early and mid-nineteenth century were the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Amos Bronson Alcott, Margaret Fuller, Theodore Parker, George Ripley, Walt Whitman, and environmentalist John Muir that re-affirmed the spiritual nature of the mind and the idea that the Divine speaks to humanity through nature—an idea that still shapes transpersonal thought today (Taylor, 1999, pp. 61–98). American studies and history scholar Mark Ryan (2018, pp. 16–20) highlights the legacy of Walt Whitman, in particular, as an important part of the intellectual roots of transpersonalism.

A second “Great Awakening” occurred during the mid-nineteenth century as a new generation of utopian communities appeared in America (e.g., Mormons, Seventh-Day Adventists). With the rise of these Utopian communities, a link formed between the American visionary tradition and the recognition of the importance of community, service, and social justice in evolving a rich inward spiritual life in contemporary America. These themes can still be seen in Transpersonal Psychology today.




Spiritualism, Theosophy, “New Thought,” and Christian Science Movements


The roots of Transpersonal Psychology in the history of the American visionary tradition also can be traced to the spiritualism movements at the end of the 19th century and the birth of psychic research. Spiritualism, theosophy, “New Thought,” and Christian Science movements in the mid-to-late nineteenth century gave rise to an entire era of mental healing and to organized therapeutic and religious movements that remain an integral part of American folk culture. The mental healing and mind-cure movements of nineteenth-century America were precursors of modern conceptions of transpersonal medicine (Lawlis, 2013). They prefigured the modern movement to integrate mind and body and spirit, the recognition of the connection between physical and mental health, and the turning to “alternative” medicines that is evident today (Schlitz & Amorok, 2005).




Psychology’s Hidden Tradition of Parapsychology


Eugene Taylor (1999, pp. 157–184) makes the case that modern-day Transpersonal Psychology also has deep intellectual roots in scientific research of spiritualism of the late 19th century and early-to-mid 20th century. Psychical research (nowadays called parapsychology), spiritualism, the psychology of religion, and the experimental psychology of the unconscious were burgeoning fields of inquiry in late nineteenth century America (Gauld, 1968). Psychic research conducted by leading psychologists of the age, including William James, William McDougall, Theodore Flournoy, and Pierre Janet was very much a part of the history of modern psychology, even though remarkably little attention is given to this part of its history in general survey textbooks of psychology (Mauskopf & McVaugh, 1980; Ryan, 2018, pp. 49–62; Sommer, 2012).

The quasi-religious movement called Spiritualism that held sway in the United States during the latter half of the 19th century prefigured the observational, correlational, and experimental study of channeling of today (Beischel, 2007, 2013; Hastings, 1991; Hughes, 1992; Klimo, 1987; Roxburgh & Roe, 2013). Research into channeling phenomena has arguably proven useful in providing a certain degree of legitimacy to beliefs in life after death and in establishing an interface between Transpersonal Psychology, parapsychological science, spirituality, and religion (Braud, 1997, Neppe, 2005; Rao, 1997; Tart, 1997b).






Americanization of Eastern and Asian Systems of Thought (1900–1970)



Interest in the link between psychology and spirituality by American psychologists was given expression in the Americanization of Eastern and Asian systems of thought at the beginning of the 20th century and in the counterculture movement of the 1960s. Both these cultural phenomena provided a developing context that supported the eventual emergence and development of the later transpersonal movement. Transpersonal Psychology’s interest in meditation, in Asian philosophy, and in developing theories that integrate Asian ideas with Western concepts of personality can be traced directly to this period of popular American culture beginning in the middle of the 19th century.

It was during this period when, “for the first time, the various religious ideas of Asia were presented to American audiences by Asians themselves” (Taylor, 1999, p. 189; R. Fields, 1992). The writings of the Hindu monk Swami Vivekananda, the Japanese monk Soyen Shaku (whose work was translated by D. T. Suzuki), the Russian mystic G. I. Gurdjieff (whose work was interpreted by P. D. Ouspensky), the theosophist Jiddu Krishnamurti, and the Hindu yogi Paramahansa Yogananda initiated an unprecedented cross-cultural exchange of ideas between Eastern and Western cultures that still influences transpersonal psychologists today (E. Taylor, 1999, pp. 185–208).



Integration of Asian Ideas With Western Concepts (1950s–1970s)


From the 1950s through the 1970s, a large number of modern-day pioneers in the Humanistic and Transpersonal Psychology movements would spread the wealth of information about states of “exceptional psychological wellbeing” contained in the Eastern personality psychologies of Asia, India, and Japan (e.g., Abhidhamma) as well as teach the methods for cultivating them (e.g., concentration and mindfulness meditation). These pioneers included Alan Watts, Aldous Huxley, Daisentsu Teitaro Suzuki, Tenzin Gyatso (14th Dalai Lama), Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, Chogyam Trungpa, Thich Nhat Hanh, and Ram Dass. These are only a few of the many Asian and Asian-influenced spiritual teachers whose work had a visible influence on the theorizing of many later transpersonal theorists and meditation teachers (e.g., Ken Wilber, Roger Walsh, Jack Kornfield, Daniel Goleman).

Americans became more aware of Eastern and Asian philosophies, Western esotericism, and indigenous cultural traditions. The unprecedented cross-cultural exchange of ideas between East and West—coupled with the Americanization of Jungian and Assagiolian ideas about the psychodynamic nature of the human psyche—was important to the emergence and development of the transpersonal movement. It gave rise to a spiritualized version of the unconscious that has proved productive for understanding altered states of consciousness, transcendent experience, and non-Western views of reality and human personality functioning, as well as providing some direction for the modern transpersonal psychologies to come (Taylor, 1999, pp. 209–234). The field of Transpersonal Psychology continues to this day its interest in integrating innovative and cross-cultural forms of spirituality and psychotherapy into its theory and practice (Walsh, 1999b; Welwood, 1985).

Robert Fuller (1986) described how Americans have historically viewed the concept of the unconscious from its early formulations in 19th-century American theology as a psychological channel through which a person is connected with a higher spiritual realm. The portrayal of the unconscious in the writings of American humanistic-transpersonal psychologists as a symbol for the mystical or metaphysical dimensions of human nature, however, continues to be rejected in general psychology precisely because of its religious overtones. Transpersonal Psychology, as an outgrowth of that era, continues to refine this interface between psychological science and transpersonal spirit (Hartelius, Friedman, & Pappas, 2013; Tart, 1992b [1975]; 1997b; Wilber, 1998, 2017a)—an issue touching upon the relationship between science and religion that remains a contentious one in modern society today (Barbour, 2000; Harrison, 2015).







The Third “Great Awakening” (1960–1980)



The Third “Great Awakening” of the 1960s and 1970s was a time of pronounced social, cultural, religious, educational, and political change in the American inner landscape that brought great rage and tragedy as well as great hope (Gitlin, 1987). America was beginning a new “quest for identity” (Woods, 2005) and Robert Pirsig’s (1974) book, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance became the modern tale of America’s search for its soul. It was a journey that was to culminate in the social movement known as the “Counterculture” which gave impetus to the humanistic/transpersonal movement within academic psychology itself.



The Counterculture Movement Brings Changes in Popular and Higher Culture


Social movements, such as the one popularly known as the “Counterculture” movement, have existed since the time of the biblical prophet Abraham (Goffman & Joy, 2007). In the 1960s, it was a social movement and it launched what came to be known as the Cultural Revolution in consciousness. One of the best summary chronicles of that period can be found in Marilyn Ferguson’s (1980), The Aquarian Conspiracy: Personal and Social Transformation in the 1980’s. New paradigms in the physics of consciousness, holistic health and energy medicine, the ecology movement, women’s liberation, and animal rights movement emerged and transformed psychology. According to historiographer Eugene Taylor (1999), “in the 1960’s, existentialism and psychoanalysis gave way to humanistic psychology, Jungian thought, and Asian ideas about consciousness” (p. 280).

Nicol Ruzek (2007) reported that as large segments of the younger generation joined the counterculture and began to experiment with drugs, especially psychedelics, some individuals “tended to turn to spiritual practices that would help support and explain their psychedelic experiences” (p. 154). According to Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (2018), “Growing numbers of people were therefore having what many felt were among the most important experiences of their lives, yet finding little to help make sense of them. Transpersonal psychology arose to fill this void” (p. 3).

The period of three decades, 1960 through the 1980s was a time of deep and pervasive social, cultural, religious, and political change in America. The 1960s in America, in particular, provided an all-important sociological context that catalyzed humanity’s collective unconscious which provided the dynamic ground out of which the academic field of Humanistic Psychology was eventually to emerge (Singleton, 1999). Private individual reality underwent a magnification as it combined and enlarged with others’ to form a vast collective reaction that initiated a new historical and cultural period.






The Humanistic Revolution and Birth of Modern Transpersonal Psychology



The Counterculture movement signaled a shift in the species’ collective consciousness that was to lay the philosophic, social, cultural, spiritual, and political groundwork for what was to become Humanistic Psychology (Taylor, 1999, pp. 235–260). The “Third Force” of Humanistic Psychology was officially launched with the founding of the Association for Humanistic Psychology and the publication of the first issue of the Journal of Humanistic Psychology in 1961. This occurred under the editorial leadership of Anthony Sutich with the support of humanistic psychologists, such as Abraham Maslow, Erich Fromm, Kurt Goldstein, Carl Rogers, Karen Horney, and Gordon Allport on its editorial board. Future proponents of Transpersonal Psychology were also on the editorial board, including James Fadiman, Sidney Jouard, Michael Murphy, and Miles Vich—individuals who were to later serve on the editorial board of Transpersonal Psychology’s first academic journal, The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, published in 1969.



Humanistic Psychology as an Academic Countercultural Movement


The founders of Humanistic Psychology moved American general psychology away from a strict focus on psychopathology, behaviorist reductionism, and biological determinism to a more generous view of human nature and institutionalized within academia a more expansive understanding of authentic personality growth (DeCarvalho, 1991, 1992). Through the work of these pioneers of humanistic psychology “the predominant themes of psychotherapy quickly became those of choice, responsibility, meaning, awareness, development of the will, problems of intentionality and decision making, and self-realization” (Taylor, 1999, p. 266).

Humanistic Psychology was not immune to the social-cultural events that were occurring in American culture. Within the cultural context provided by the counterculture movement, “humanistic psychology thrived as an alternative within the academic university community” (Taylor, 1999, p. 273). Humanistic Psychology also benefited from the infusion of Eastern and Asian religious, philosophic, and psychological systems of thought into America and their later promotion into American popular culture. “Like the transcendentalist movement a hundred years earlier, the humanistic revolution in American culture became the voice for a deep disquiet that had been building throughout the twentieth century” (Taylor, 1999, p. 261).




The Birth of the Transpersonal Movement in Humanistic Psychology


The 1950s and 1960s had provided fertile ground for the birth of the humanistic movement in American psychology (Moss, 1999). By the end of the 1960s, growing pains within Humanistic Psychology provided the impetus for the emergence of another movement—the transpersonal movement. According to historian of psychology, Eugene Taylor (1999), “in the 1970’s, humanistic psychology graduated to transpersonal psychology” (p. 280).

There were a number of important sociocultural factors that paved the way for the birth of the Transpersonal Psychology movement in California in the late 1960s. These included:



	The institutionalization of the humanistic revolution in academic psychology.

	Growing interest in consciousness and altered states of consciousness that was triggered by the widespread use of psychedelics.

	Widening of interest among humanistically oriented psychologists into matters of ultimate or cosmic value, meaning, and purpose, and into phenomena that traditionally occupied only the interests of psychologists of religion (e.g., mysticism).

	The increasing interdisciplinary and holistic character of explorations into mind and consciousness that were taking place, especially in cognitive science.

	The growing recognition that official, traditional, orthodox Western psychology must overcome its highly limited concepts about the nature of the self if it is to achieve its greatest fulfillment as a discipline.




Transpersonal Psychology emerged out of the field of Humanistic Psychology in order to expand psychological inquiry to the study of “the farther reaches of human nature” (Maslow, 1971), especially “religions, values, and peak-experiences” (Maslow, 1964) and to call attention to possibilities of human development beyond the stage of self-actualization that had been the focus of Humanistic Psychology.

Anthony Sutich’s (1976) doctoral dissertation titled, The Founding of Humanistic and Transpersonal Psychology: A Personal Account, provides a unique insight into this early history of the humanistic and transpersonal movements. Describing his growing dissatisfaction with what seemed to him to be the apparent limited scope of Humanistic Psychology, Sutich recounted,



A special problem was my growing realization that the concept of self-actualization was no longer comprehensive enough.… My long standing interest in the psychological aspects of mystical experience continued to provoke disturbing questions about basic humanistic theory.… I felt that something was lacking in the orientation. It did not adequately accommodate the depths of the cultural turn toward the ‘inner-personal’ world and it gave insufficient attention to the place of man in the universe or cosmos.… I began to see that I was actually interested in the psychology of mysticism, modified by humanistic considerations and the Western attitude of empiricism.

(pp. 153–156)




Anthony Sutich (b. 1907–d. 1970) and Abraham Harold Maslow (b. 1908–d. 1970), two of the founders of Humanistic Psychology, recognized it had reached a point where a newer development of psychology was not only feasible but also necessary. It was the next logical development in Humanistic Psychology—a focus on spirituality, mystical experiences, non-ordinary states of consciousness, and related growth-oriented dimensions of the personality.

Maslow’s early studies of motivation and metamotivation and subsequent investigations of peak-experiences and transcending self-actualizers suggested to him the possibility of alternate modes of experience and greater human capacities that could form the basis of a new philosophy of science and empirical (i.e., experiential) psychology (Maslow, 1966). According to transpersonal psychiatrist, John Battista (1996), “Maslow concluded that there is an inherently spiritual dimension to human nature and explicated a hierarchy of motivations that completes itself in spiritual self-realization. Maslow proposed the term transpersonal and addressed many of the basic concepts of the field” (p. 52). Maslow made first public reference to this “Fourth Force” in psychology in a lecture presented at the San Francisco Unitarian Church on September 14, 1967 (Maslow, 1969a). The first peer-reviewed academic journal of the field, The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, was published in 1969.

Abraham Maslow found himself to be the public face of the new transpersonal movement and is today considered the intellectual father of Transpersonal Psychology (Hoffman, 1988). He was also a child of his times. The Journals of A. H. Maslow (Lowry, 1979) provide an inside look into Abe Maslow as a human being during the last decade of his life (March 2, 1959 to May 7, 1970). They provide stunning insight into his private thoughts, feelings, and personal opinions regarding the extraordinary countercultural period of history of which he was a part and helped to shape. Maslow’s Journals remains an overlooked and underutilized resource for understanding Maslow’s motivation for initiating this new psychology and deserves further study.




The Humanistic-Transpersonal Connection


Although Abraham Maslow and Tony Sutich are most often identified with the founders of modern Transpersonal Psychology, they had a great deal of help from other humanistic psychologists—Roberto Assagioli, Menard Boss, J.F. Bugental, Charlotte Buhler, James Fadiman, Viktor Frankl, Stanislav Grof, Sidney Jouard, Arthur Koestler, Sonja Margulies, Clark Moustakos, Michael Murphy, Walter Pankhe, Ira Profroff, Huston Smith, Miles Vich, and Alan Watts—all of whom served on the Board of Editors of the inaugural issue of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology (JTP) in 1969. Transpersonal Psychology philosophically outgrew its original humanistic framework by calling attention to possibilities of selfhood and expansions of self-consciousness beyond the humanistic model of self-actualization. The roots of Transpersonal Psychology nevertheless remain firmly grounded in the framework of Humanistic Psychology.

Clinical psychologist Nicole Ruzek (2007, pp. 156–157) identified 15 individuals as “the founders of transpersonal psychology” based on the criteria of (a) peer-recognition “for being one of the most influential figures in transpersonal psychology’s history” and (b) professional participation in the field for at least 20 years. Individuals identified were Ram Dass, James Fadiman, Robert Frager, Stanislav Grof, Stanley Krippner, Ralph Metzner, Claudio Naranjo, Huston Smith, Charles Tart, Frances Vaughan, Miles Vich, Roger Walsh, Michael Washburn, John Welwood, and Ken Wilber. Two people who do not appear on Ruzek’s (2007) list are Anthony (Tony) Sutich and Sonja K. Margulies.

Transpersonal author and educator James Fadiman (1999) described Tony Sutich as an unsung and unknown hero of the transpersonal revolution. Miles Vich (2018), editor of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology from 1975 to 1999, provided an intimate look at some of the life-long challenges, the resilient nature, and the qualities of character that shaped Sutich’s contributions to the field. Vich’s (2013) tribute to long-time associate Sonja Margulies who died in 2013 is a testament to the resilience of this remarkable teacher, editor, and poet whose administrative and editorial skills provided a stabilizing force that helped advance Transpersonal Psychology as an intellectual and practical field during its early years.

Miles Vich, who served in various administrative and editorial positions as a humanistictranspersonal psychologist since 1962, “archived many transpersonal documents in the ITP [Institute of Transpersonal Psychology] (now Sofia University) Library, Palo Alto, California, and many humanistic era documents in the University of California, Davidson Library, Santa Barbara” (Vich, 2018, p. 28). This primary source material offers valuable insights into the persons and the times that shaped the early founding of both of these fields.






Transpersonal Psychology: After the Founding (1970-Present)



Maslow’s election as president-elect of the American Psychological Association (APA) in 1966 indicated the recognition of the influence of humanistic theory by the 70,000-member organization and provided an extraordinary opportunity for the ideas behind Transpersonal Psychology to assert themselves throughout the discipline. After serving for one year, however, Abe Maslow was hospitalized with a serious heart attack. He tragically died in June 1970 at the age of 62 of a second heart attack, before his transpersonal vision could be further developed. Many of Maslow’s key ideas for the field are presented in his book, The Farther Reaches of Human Nature, that was published posthumously by his wife Bertha Maslow in 1971. On April 10, 1976, one day after receiving his doctoral degree, Anthony J. Sutich died (Vich, 1976). With Abraham Maslow’s death in June 1970 and Anthony Sutich’s passing in 1976, the leadership of the transpersonal movement was handed over to younger professionals.

The memorial tributes published in The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology and in the American Psychologist provide additional insight into the lived history of Humanistic and Transpersonal Psychology reflected in the biography of many other key figures in the humanistic-transpersonal movement. These include pioneers such as James F. T. Bugental (Bradford, 2011), William G. Braud (Dufrechou, 2012); Ram Dass (Boucouvalas, 2020); Arthur J. Deikman (Tart, 2016), Christina Grof (Pohn, 2014), Elmer E. Green (Vich, 2017), Arthur Hastings (Palmer, 2014), John Levy (Schwartz, 2015), Ralph Metzner (Presti, 2019), Claudio Naranjo (Almendro, 2019); Donald Polkinghorne (Carter, Sugarman, & Wertz, 2019); John Rowan (Silvester, 2017), Huston Smith (Richards, 2016), Eugene Taylor (Kemp, 2014), Evgeny A. Torchinov (Shapiro & Soidla, 2003), Frances Vaughan (Walsh, 2017), and John Welwood (Caplan, 2019).

Transpersonal Psychology and its humanistic connection endures. It continues to be reflected in select academic courses and degree programs, peer-reviewed journals, and professional national and international associations and conferences that are infused and nourished by the transpersonal vision of scholars, researchers, and clinicians from diverse fields in the humanities and the sciences (see Friedman & Hartelius, 2013a, Appendix). In 2008, The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology celebrated its 40th year of consecutive publication with a retrospective account of the social and cultural factors that shaped the dynamics of the Journal’s growth and unfolding over the prior four decades.

Miles Vich (2008), a founding board member of the Transpersonal Institute, the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, and the Association for Transpersonal Psychology, recounted that “Those first years were influenced by a characteristic American quality of openness to change, an enthusiastic acceptance of promising scientific or technological discoveries, and a slow recognition of the utility and wisdom of ancient practices” (p. 2). The growth and development of the transpersonal movement since the inaugural issue of the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology in Spring 1969 has been a reflection of the spirit, vitality, and promise of those times (Hartelius, 2012).





Transpersonal Psychology Around the Globe



The present account of the history of Transpersonal Psychology has focused largely upon its development in the United States. Yet ideas are like seeds that are blown by the wind and so reproduce their kind. The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology in 2002 and 2003 presented summaries of research briefs that introduced readers to transpersonal researchers in countries such as Italy, Denmark, Russia, India, and South America. Academic programs in the area of transpersonal studies are now offered in Belgium, Brazil, Canada, England, France, Germany, Italy, New Zealand, Norway, Russia, Scotland, Spain, and Switzerland.

International professional associations and journals dedicated to discourse in the area of transpersonal studies reflect this international outreach of the field (Césarová, 2017). For example, the International Journal of Transpersonal Studies (IJTS) has been publishing culturally situated research since 1981 and is read in more 175 countries. The number of international membership associations and professional societies in Transpersonal Psychology has multiplied exponentially since the field’s founding (Grof, 2008). They include countries such as Australia, Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, France, Germany, Hungry, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Spain, and Switzerland (Ruzek, 2007). One observer of the transpersonal scene noted, “Thus, transpersonal psychology has had an international reach which may transcend the unique cultural influences of 1960s America” (Ruzek, 2007, p. 173). Transpersonal educator Olga Louchakova, and yoga scholar Merlin Lucas (2007) reported research indicating that the field of Transpersonal Psychology has been successfully adapted internationally to match the needs of the culture and professional background of its practitioners and should not be regarded as a unified or homogeneous discipline, cross-culturally speaking.

The International Transpersonal Association (ITA), founded in 1977 and incorporated in 2008, has sponsored global conferences since 1978 in countries such as Australia, India, Switzerland, Japan, Ireland, Czechoslovakia, and Brazil. The International Transpersonal Association (ITA) is noteworthy in this respect in that it “is a scientific organization that unites individuals of different nationalities, professions, and philosophical or spiritual presences who share the transpersonal orientation [that] was explicitly formed to be international and interdisciplinary in its focus” (Grof, Friedman, Lukoff, & Hartelius, 2008, p. 55, 58). According to transpersonal researchers Rosemarie Anderson and William Braud (2011), “what is still lacking in the transpersonal movement and associations is strong representation throughout Asia and the Southern Hemisphere generally” (p. 13). Two international venues for Transpersonal Psychology—Europe and Russia—are briefly described in what follows.



Europe


Laura Boggio Gilot (2000), founder and president of the Italian Association of Transpersonal Psychology (IAPT) and cofounder and president of the European Transpersonal Psychology Association (ETPA), provided an overview of the intellectual roots of transpersonal thought in Europe. She highlighted the works of the Swiss psychiatrist C.G. Jung (founder of Analytical Psychology), the Italian psychiatrist Roberto Assagioli (founder of Psychosynthesis), the German psychotherapist and Zen master Karl Dürckheim, the French psychologist Robert Desoille (creator of the guided daydream), and the Austrian psychiatrist Viktor Frankl (the founder of Logotherapy). Gilot reported that “The formal transpersonal movement started in Europe with the establishment of the European Transpersonal Association in 1987… and is not limited to any particular discipline, school of thought, or technique” (p. 140). By 1999 the European Transpersonal Association (ETPA) consisted of the national transpersonal associations of six countries including, Italy, France, Brazil, Spain, Germany, and Norway.

The European Transpersonal Psychology Association (EUROTAS), which was incorporated in 2003, has annually hosted conferences featuring transpersonal theory and research from a full spectrum of international contributors. Paper presentations of the 2014 EUROTAS Conference that took place at Crete have been published by Lindy McMullin, Regina Hess, and Marcie Boucouvalas (2017). The conference Proceedings provide a good overview of the research, scholarship, and clinical practice conducted by transpersonalists across the globe (McMullin, 2017). Professional growth of the transpersonal movement in Europe gave rise to the establishment of the international Transpersonal Research Network (TRN) founded by Pier Lattuada, Giovanna Calabrese, Regina U. Hess, and Rosemarie Anderson to support networks of transpersonal researchers worldwide (www.transpersonalresearchnetwork.com). The First Transpersonal Research Colloquium (TRC) was held in Milan, Italy in 2015. In 2017, the Sacred Science Circle (www.sacredsciencecircle.org) was founded by Rosemarie Anderson and Les Lancaster to further advance the study of transpersonal research internationally.




Russia


From 1970–1990, the transpersonal movement developed in the United States eventually found its way to Russia. According to mathematician and scientist Vassily V. Nalimov (2001), transpersonal concepts were not formally recognized or accepted in Russia prior to the 1970s, although ideas derived from Christian Gnosticism, Greek Orthodox Christianity, shamanism, and Sufism had long influenced Russian folk culture in addition to the theosophical ideas of Rudolf Steiner. Political repression pushed transpersonal ideas underground until 1990–1995 when the Soviet state fell and organized transpersonal associations and conferences began to be held. Transpersonal Psychology’s development has accelerated ever since the collapse of the Iron Curtain and the fall of the Berlin Wall.

Gennady Brevde, Vladimir Kozlov, and Vladimir Maykov (2002) reported on the first conference of the Russian Transpersonal Psychology and Psychotherapy Association (RTPPA) and presented an overview of the history of the transpersonal movement in Russia. They stated that the establishment in Russia of a Humanistic Psychology Association in 1990, the occurrence of two Russian–American conferences on humanistic–transpersonal topics conducted in 1991 and 1992, and the publication by the Academy of Science of the work of Stanislav Grof were central events that helped to promote the field of Transpersonal in that country. From 1995 to 2000, the transpersonal movement entered Russian folk culture through its identification with New Age spirituality and spread through the work of figures such as Evgeny Torchinov and Vassily V. Nalimov.

Vassily V. Nalimov and linguist Jeanna Drogalina (1996) conducted a computerized analysis of the articles published from 1969 to 1989 in The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology (JTP) in order to document the emergence and development of the field of Transpersonal Psychology from a Russian perspective. Based on the results of their quantitative “sciento-metric” study, Nalimov and Drogalina described the transpersonal movement in Russia as “the first trend in psychology which strives truly to become an interdisciplinary branch of human knowledge” (p. 61). By combining the insights of fields such as anthropology, neurology, neurophysiology, Oriental studies, philosophy, physics, psychiatry, psychology, and religious studies, the transpersonal movement has opened up new avenues of research into the complex study of transpersonal aspects of human nature. According to transpersonal researchers Glenn Hartelius, Mariana Caplan, and Mary Anne Rardin (2007), “the transpersonal vision has spread across the globe” and the publication of culturally situated research on transpersonal topics continues to increase (p. 17).





III. Past Criticisms and Present Challenges

The Association for Transpersonal Psychology (ATP) celebrated the 50th anniversary of the publication of The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology (Vol. 50, 1–2) by hosting an International Transpersonal Conference on the theme “The Future of Transpersonal Psychology” at Asilomar Conference Grounds in Pacific Grove, California in 2019. The history of modern Transpersonal Psychology can be traced back to that inaugural event when Abraham Maslow first announced the “‘higher’ Fourth Psychology” in a public lecture at the First Unitarian Church in San Francisco in 1967. The Transpersonal Psychology of today, however, exists outside and beyond that inaugural event. It has revised its self-definition, expanded its content domain, and become more self-reflexively aware of the key assumptions behind its research (Friedman & Hartelius, 2013a). It has also met many challenges and addressed many criticisms since its founding that has tempered its transpersonal vision and clarified its understanding of transpersonal experiences and human possibilities (Cunningham, 2007b).




General Concerns



Transpersonal psychiatrist Allan Chinen (1996, pp. 12–13) identified some of the criticisms leveled against the field prior to 1996. Some of these criticisms were easily addressed and were often based on a simple misunderstanding of terminology. For example, Rollo May’s (1986, 1989) initial view of Transpersonal Psychology as something that was trying to “leap across” the dark side of human nature, going directly to transcendental states was later revised in his 1992 reassessment of the field (May, Krippner, & Doyle, 1992; Schroll, Rowan, & Robinson, 2011).

Scholar and holistic counselor Olga Sohmer (2020) reviewed three critiques of the field of Transpersonal Psychology that have been actively discussed in recent paradigm debates. These critiques pertain to the field’s perceived (a) absence of real-world relevance, social engagement, and political activism; (b) presence of a Western cultural, patriarchal bias in theory and practice that tends to overlooks ethnic, racial, cultural, religious, and gender diversity and inclusivity; and (c) inadequacy of empirical laboratory research and questionable scientific status.



Social Engagement


Some critics, for example, have expressed concern about what they see as the field’s over-valuing of individual, personal, intrasubjective experience at the expense of intersubjective, interpersonal/communal/participatory relationships as a means of transcendence. The perceived emphasis on individual experience implied to some critics an endorsement of a Cartesian (subject-object) ontology and neo-Kantian (agnostic) epistemology that “relegates spiritual realities to the individual’s interior [and] that automatically renders as suspect mystical claims about the nature of knowledge and reality” (Ferrer, 2011a, p. 20).

Other critics perceived the field as suffering from a “sandbox syndrome” that limited its focus to personal, individualistic concerns, while overlooking social, collectivist issues that resulted in a lack of social and political relevance (Marien, 1983). This criticism related to the perceived need for the field to be more actively engaged in promoting social justice and equity issues, to more directly address the global environmental crises of our times, and “reassess and reclaim its history regarding ecopsychology, so it can step forward and fill this void” (Schroll et al., 2009, p. 47). Some progress has been made, but more needs to be done as the cross-cultural, feminist, and ecological perspectives become better integrated within the field’s overall transpersonal vision.

The field’s perceived focus upon individual, personal transpersonal experiences led to criticisms that it was ignoring traps of spiritual pride (narcissism, spiritual-bypassing, spiritual materialism), problems of ego inflation (pathological grandiosity), and ego deflation (excessive self-devaluation and lack of self-esteem) that “become most problematic within transpersonal psychology” in people who experience strong spiritual experience on spiritual paths that involve finding and transcending one’s true self (Walach, 2008, p. 53). Some critics went so far as to characterize particular developments within Transpersonal Psychology as New Age variants of religion (Adeney, 1988) and as endorsing a solipsistic form of spirituality restricted to the individual pursuit of an Eastern/Oriental nondualism that “traps the spirit, breeding a self-serving, Self-as-everything form of spiritual narcissism” (Lahood, 2010a, p. 31, 2010b).

Other critics equated the field’s perceived emphasis on a personal spirituality that transcended everyday reality with a consequent devaluation of the body and human sexuality as a path beyond ego. This related to concerns expressed over the field’s lack of attention to biological foundations of behavior and experience (Lancaster, 2013). This led to a repeated call for the field to give greater attention to the integration of transpersonal experiences with the immanent work-a-day concerns of everyday life. Again, some progress has been made, but more needs to be done as feminist (womanist) and ecological perspectives become better integrated within the field’s overall scholarship and research.





Cultural Bias


Other critics scolded the field for having a masculinist bias that looked at transpersonal phenomena through the lens of a westernized Anglo-Saxon male tradition that did not include perspectives of women (Hartelius, Caplan, & Rardin, 2007, pp. 18–19). This related to concerns about the field’s limited attention to the transpersonal experiences of other cultures (Louchakova & Lucas, 2007; Torchinov, 2003; but see Hastings et al., 2001; Menon, 2005). Some progress has been made, but more needs to be done in terms of cultures related to Native Americans (Hibbard, 2007a, 2007b), peoples from non-United States cultures (Marovic & Machinga, 2017), especially Asia and the Southern hemisphere (Mayoral, Laca, & Mejia, 2010), and other indigenous populations (Levee, 2015). A related criticism pertained to the field’s seeming lack of attention to African-centered spirituality and modes of transcendence within the transpersonal literature and absence of the African voice in transpersonal discourse (Graham, 2016; but see “Black Psychology & Spirituality,” Hartelius, 2016).




Research Adequacy and Scientific Status


Some critics questioned the scientific status of Transpersonal Psychology as a part of traditional psychology, viewing some of its metaphysical commitments as naïve (e.g., the belief that there is a transcendent dimension to reality that exists independently of the material world and sensory human experience; MacDonald, 2013; but see Tart, 1997c). Others scolded the field for having an undeveloped epistemology and endorsing the idea that objective knowledge claims can be based on subjective experience; Walach, 2013; Walach & Runehov, 2010). Others complained about the lack of operationalization of its concepts and the use of methods of inquiry that were not “scientifically based” (Friedman, 2002, p. 176).

There was concern over the presence of unacknowledged metaphysical concepts that diminished the scientific status and relevance of transpersonal scholarship in the eyes of conventional scientists (Friedman, 2015a). Some critics thought that the entire field was based on data that “is actually not a database, but an opinion base” (W. Adams, 2006, p. 92). Others criticized the field for its absence of a single framework, theory, or paradigm that unified the field and accused it of holding mutually contradictory metaphysical theories regarding the nature of transcendent experiences (i.e., are they universal or culturally conditioned; Freeman, 2006).

Some believed that the field was idealizing and deifying so-called “ultimate” states of self-transcendent consciousness that were difficult, dangerous, exaggerated, undesirable, and unrealistic. Schneider (1987), for instance, described such states of self-transcendent consciousness as he understood them to be “(1) presumptuous and most probably unachievable for human beings; (2) even if achievable, irrelevant to people’s day-to-day concerns; and (3) ultimately monotonous and uninteresting, if not terrorizing and overwhelming” (p. 197).

Others criticized the field for its seeming romanticizing and privileging of certain exotic Asian and non-Western indigenous “spiritual psychologies” (e.g., nondualism of Buddhism) over conventional Judeo-Christian religious traditions (“xenophilia”; Friedman, 2009, 2010). This led to complaints about how Buddhist terms were frequently misappropriated and misinterpreted, leading to superficial and distorted representations of Buddhist ideas and methods (Berkhin & Hartelius, 2011).







Others Issues





Absence of a Gendered, Ethnically Enculturated Theory of the Person


Olga Louchakova and Merlin Lucas (2007) offered several incisive critiques of the field that remain relevant today. They highlighted the need for a more adequate concept of self in clinical Transpersonal Psychology that explicitly address the question, “Who is the subject of therapy?” (p. 113). They observed that “transpersonal psychology’s clinical theory remains the only kind of psychological theory hardly touched by the conceptualization of culture and gender.… The subject of therapy and consequently the issues of will, choice, intention, and freedom pertaining to human subjectivity, especially spiritually informed subjectivity, remained unexamined” (pp. 112–113). What the field needs, in other words, is a good ego psychology that faithfully reflects the subconscious realms of the psyche disclosed by the Grof’s holotropic (psychedelic and breathwork) research—not simply beyond ego, but within the ego—and that recognizes how spiritual experiences as a source of healing and transformation are inevitably shaped by and linked with egoic constructions of gender, ethnicity, and race.






Absence of a Clear Definition of Ego-Transcendence



Another issue involves the meaning of the word “transcendence.” Louchakova and Lucas (2007) stated, “While transpersonal psychology naturally studies mind beyond ego, the very process of ego-transcendence is poorly defined as a dissolution of the sense of the individual ‘I’ (whatever that means)” (p. 119). The lack of clarity regarding the meaning of “ego-transcendence” can be traced back to Abraham Maslow (1969b, 1971, pp. 269–279) who identified 35 overlapping meanings of the word “transcendence” in his discussion of the “Psychology of Being” (e.g., transcendence of self, time, body, culture, one’s past, aggressive gratifications, the natural world, us/them dichotomies, basic needs, perfectionist demands, normal capacities, polarities). This makes it important to clearly specify the context within which the meaning of the term “transcendence” is defined whenever it is used.

Louchakova and Lucas (2007) also drew attention to two contrasting models of the person currently popular in the field that have very different ramifications for understanding the nature of ego-transcendence (pp. 123–126). On the one hand, some Buddhist-inspired spiritual traditions declare that there is no self or Self. The gendered and enculturated ego personality structure is ultimately regarded as being the mere illusory by-product of bio-cultural variables and needs to be dispensed with, especially in any discussions regarding a state of Self-realization that is, for all practical purposes, beyond the grasp of the personal ego in its normal “maya” state of awareness anyways (Walsh, 1983). The Self’s most physically oriented portion—the personal ego—tends to be unflatteringly regarded as the poor stepchild of a Self that does not exist, laden with a suboptimal state of awareness that is much too restrictive and narrow to see the Reality (capitalized) behind the veil of physical camouflage.

On the other hand, Eastern psychologies, such Hindu Integral Psychology tended to grant the Self an ontological reality (e.g., Atman). Which view is the correct one—No-Self or Self—and which should Transpersonal Psychology adopt to guide its therapeutic practice? Maslow often wondered about the difference between Eastern and Western attitudes toward the ego psychological structure and summarized the issue well when he stated, “Isn’t it strange that in the Eastern world everything that can be done is done to reduce or eliminate the ego, while in the Western world we do everything we can to build it up?” (Sutich, 1976, p. 79).

When Transpersonal Psychology places genderless, disembodied beyond-ego states of nondual (no-self) awareness as having a figuratively “higher” value than the gendered and embodied living person who is encountered in therapy, then it implies that that gendered and embodied living person is of less worth and value, whether it intends to or not. Instead, in the view of Louchakova and Lucas (2007), “the subtle materiality of the body, subtle energies (Louchakova & Warner, 2003) which mediate the spiritual states and distant mental influences (Braud, 2003b) create the foundations of transpersonal psychology in ways physics creates the foundation of engineering (Tart, 1997c)” (p. 122).

Louchakova and Lucas (2007) noted that implicit in discussions of Self and No-Self psychologies of personhood there is an unexamined assumption of mind-body dualism in which “the spiritual consciousness transcends the bodily aspects of corporeality (materiality) and the body-schema” (pp. 121–122) without including it. A similar dualism is implied in the meditator’s attempt to set himself or herself aside from the body-mind action in which the whole Self is inevitably involved. One portion of the personality sets itself over/against another portion and is thus unable to perceive or constructively use the energies inherent in the personality as a whole. Erecting barriers in one respect, the barriers are being erected in all important regards.



Ordinary Language and the Problem of Stereotypes


Another issue deals with use of the terms “soul” and “spirit” as a part of the language of Transpersonal Psychology. Disputing voices argue that Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field should not be confused with Spiritual Psychology nor should it call itself as such (Hartelius, Friedman, & Pappas, 2013). The concept of soul or spirit is so alien to mainstream psychological thinking, so discontinuous with established bodies of knowledge in general psychology, and carries religious connotations that are so abhorrent to any psychology that would call itself “scientific,” that the entire topic is off-limits. As C. G. Jung put it, “To allow the soul or psyche a substantiality of its own is repugnant to the spirit of the age, for that would be heresy.… From the standpoint of modern, scientific psychology, this conception is of course pure illusion” (Jung, 1960c [1931], pp. 340–341, 345).

Other voices in Transpersonal Psychology assert that any psychology that accepts the basic reality of subjective life and takes the objective nature of the human psyche for its subject cannot be prevented from indulging in such a hypothesis. This is especially true for those of us who embrace the psychodynamic construct of Frederic W. H. Myers’s subliminal self and subliminal consciousness (Myers, 1976 [1889–1895]), Carl Jung’s unifying archetype of the Self (Edinger, 1972), and Assagioli’s concept of the Transpersonal Self (Assagioli, 1988) as fruitful heuristic devices for understanding humanity’s nature as spiritual creatures.

Many transpersonal psychologists echo Jung’s (1960c [1931]) sentiments when he stated, “As it is not our intention to indulge in ‘metaphysics,’ even of a modern variety, we will examine this time-honored notion [of soul or spirit] for once in an unprejudiced way and test its empirical justification [and] feel free to frame our assumptions the other way about for once, and to suppose that the psyche arises from a spiritual principle which is as inaccessible to our understanding as matter” (pp. 344–345). The challenge for a scientific Transpersonal Psychology is to explore and discover how to make the operation of this spiritual principle accessible to one’s own conscious experience so that empirical (i.e., experiential) evidence of its basic reality can be obtained and replicated in the experience of others who are currently less convinced (Tart, 2001, 2008, 2019). It is one thing to recognize that the terms “spirit” and “soul” are archaic, superstitious, and detrimental to furthering knowledge of transpersonal phenomena, and another to realize that there is a reality to which they refer that is independent of the verbal and conceptual patterns used to symbolize it.

Part of the problem with the words “soul” and “spirit” is that the terms hardly approximate the true reality they attempt to portray. Stereotyped symbols are usually almost automatically superimposed on strong spiritual experiences, resulting in the impression that the experiences seem to be made up of stereotypes. Mystics color their experiences through familiar and understandable doctrinal beliefs that disguise and distort the original nonverbal experience, even if in a well-meaning way (Cunningham, 2011a). The reality to which conventional religious concepts, such as “soul,” refer are then interpreted in those limited terms. This does not mean that the soul or spirit do not exist. It means that the use of the terms (like the use of the term God) automatically limits its reality by the connotations and highly colored interpretation of the word.

All words are necessarily a translation and not an analog of the experience. There is always an unfortunate but necessary loss of meaning that occurs whenever any nonphysical idea, memory, dream, emotion, or experience must be communicated in physical ways such as through the use of the words of linear language. Words tell very little or give only a small hint of the experience of color or sound to someone who is blind and deaf, for example. Describing a mystical or transpersonal experience to someone who has never had such an experience can be expected to be similarly difficult. It will be important not to categorize things in old ways. Perhaps the field needs to invent new words for these terms in the way that Abraham Maslow invented his own words for what he was studying (e.g., peak-experiences, Being-values, metaneeds, eupsychia, and so forth; “Glossary of Maslow’s Terms”; Hoffman, 1996, pp. 203–207).




Integration With General Psychology


A challenge for Transpersonal Psychology in the coming decades will be its greater integration with the psychological mainstream. Nicol Ruzek (2007) conducted a research study that gathered suggestions from historians and founders of Transpersonal Psychology about how the field can improve its status and relevance within the context of mainstream American academic psychology. Their recommendations included,



	Stress similarities with mainstream ideas rather than accentuating differences.

	Make a statement (e.g., write a book, publish an article) that addresses mainstream concerns yet contributes something novel to mainstream research.

	Build bridges to the mainstream via the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality Division of the APA.

	Publish in mainstream journals.

	Focus on making inroads in the area of psychotherapeutic practice.

	Integrate open-mindedness with critical thinking.

	Speak to the largest audience possible.

	Expand the practice, and thus influence, of Transpersonal Psychology beyond California.

	Connect with individuals in the mainstream who are interested in death and dying, altered states, and spirituality and therapy.

	Make concerted efforts to connect with mainstream ideas, institutions, and practices.



These suggestions and recommendations will be particularly important in the coming decades as the field endeavors to find its own special place as a subdiscipline within general psychology. The marginalized status of the field in orthodox, Western psychology over the past 50 years has not been totally without benefit, however. Transpersonal scholar and teacher Jim Fadiman (2018) observed that “our exclusion gave us freedom to continue to expand our influence elsewhere” (p. 55).




Distortions, Fanaticism, and Some Sheer Nonsense


One problem faced by Transpersonal Psychology in gaining greater acceptance by the psychological mainstream is that the strength, vitality, and worth of transpersonal concepts and theories has been greatly undermined by distortions, negative ideas, superstition, fanaticism, and some sheer nonsense voiced by uninformed critics of the field (e.g., Beall & Beall, 2015; Ellis & Yeager, 1989). Sometimes criticisms of the field represent less an accurate representation of the facts and more a reflection of the critic’s own theory-laden cognitive commitments to belief systems and worldviews that clearly bias their readings of the transpersonal literature. This includes antagonists who accuse the field of being nothing more than a mishmash of “New Age” ideas (K. Alexander, 1992) or an alternative faith system and religion-surrogate for vulnerable youths who have turned their backs on organized religion (Adeney, 1988). Even today, when scholars want to disparage any particular transpersonal perspective or interpretation of research results, they will associate it with New Age stereotypes and mock it as a New Age religion (e.g., Hartelius, 2017).

Stereotypes, distortions, and misunderstandings of Transpersonal Psychology have led to false ideas about the field among orthodox mainstream psychologists. It is true that transpersonal concepts and theories run counter to much “official” knowledge and contemporary thought as far as general psychology is concerned. The phenomena that transpersonal psychologists study and the concepts and literature they draw upon to construct their theories are quite ancient and have been documented in many cultures and religious traditions of the past. Phenomena that comprise the content domain of the field and once considered to be outside of conventional science have become a part of mainstream research and in some cases have become separate fields of study in their own right (Judy, 2018; Walsh & Vaughan, 2018). These include consciousness studies, mind-body holistic medicine, contemplative disciplines, psychedelic research, cross-cultural studies, spirituality in psychotherapy, religious or spiritual problems, exceptional psychological health and wellbeing, and post-conventional adult development.






The Way Forward



Transpersonal Psychology has pioneered many perspectives and practices that have now become absorbed into the mainstream. Its influence has become more diffuse over time. It has flourished into an interdisciplinary, international movement whose shared task is, in the words of transpersonal scholars Glenn Hartelius, Mariana Caplan, and Mary Anne Rardin (2007) “reshaping psychology and reconstructing the vision of what it is to be human” (p. 20). The field has opened up new avenues of accomplishment for mainstream psychology. It now enters what Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1993a) presciently called “a new phase of the adventure of consciousness” in which “transpersonal experiences, potentials, and traditions, long dismissed as fantasies, pathologies, or fictions, are at last being explored and appreciated” and “each discovery unveils further possibilities” (p. 266).

One of the co-founders of Transpersonal Psychology, Charles Tart (2006) noted that progress has been made to address many past and present criticisms of the field, despite the apparent conceptual and methodological difficulties that continue to face the discipline. Tart argued that it is the field’s “insistence that data—observation, direct experience—is always primary, always takes precedence over theory [which] will provide a firm foundation for advances in understanding and application in the field” (p. 85). Some progress has been made, but more needs to be done in terms of communicating how Transpersonal Psychology is an empirical human science with valid means of acquiring knowledge (epistemology), clarifying how metaphysics serves science, and highlighting the field’s substantial contributions to mainstream psychology (Cunningham, 2019a, 2019b). Because transpersonal experiences have great value in the lives of people who have them, further research into “(a) how to induce healthy transpersonal experiences, (b) how to maximize healthy integration of transpersonal experiences into everyday life, and (c) how to treat and minimize transpersonal pathology (everything that appears transcendent is not necessarily true or healthy)” is urged (Tart, 2008, p. 85).





Conclusion


One way of responding to the question, “What is Transpersonal Psychology?” is by reciting the field’s definitions and listing its subject matter. Another way is to describe the variety of orientations to the study of the transpersonal nature of human psychology and the major contemporary perspectives of Transpersonal Psychology that expand upon general psychology’s more traditional approaches. According to transpersonal scholar Richard Tarnas (2002),



Transpersonal psychology’s inclusion and validation of the spiritual dimension of human experience opened the modern psychological vision to a radically expanded universe of realities—Eastern and Western, ancient and contemporary, esoteric and mystical, shamanic and therapeutic, ordinary and nonordinary, human and cosmic. Developing ideas and directions pioneered by William James and C.G. Jung, transpersonal psychology and theory began to address the great schism between religion and science that so deeply divided the modern sensibility.

(p. viii)




We find in Transpersonal Psychology’s 250-year-old roots in America’s visionary tradition and its contemporary history as part of the counterculture movement of the 20th century the necessary interface between science and religion that bridges psychological science and transpersonal spirit.

One of the most important challenges in responding to the question, “What is Transpersonal Psychology?” is describing its relation to empirical science. Is Transpersonal Psychology a traditional science like physics and chemistry? If not, then what kind of science is it? Does it have a legitimate epistemology and a valid means of acquiring knowledge about the transpersonal aspects of human psychology? As transpersonal scholar Ken Wilber (1993b) put it, “There is no use trying to figure out the range or scope or methods of knowledge of the new and ‘higher’ field of transpersonal psychology until you can demonstrate that you have actual knowledge of any sort to begin with” (p. 185). It is this issue that is addressed in the next chapter.








Chapter 5


Transpersonal Psychology as a Human Science
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One goal of Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field is to expand the net of evidence of psychological science so that general psychology is better equipped to advance its understanding of a broader spectrum of human experience and behavior that includes the transpersonal. Traditional research methods that have been used to describe, explain, and predict ordinary experience and behavior have also been successfully applied to the study and research of many nonordinary human experiences and behaviors, disclosed how they work, confirmed some of their benefits, and contributed to the cumulative development of knowledge about their nature and limits (see, e.g., Barušs & Mossbridge, 2017; Kelly et al., 2007; Murphy, 1992).

The fact that such investigations are often successful is a reminder that transpersonal phenomena which are considered “anomalous” by general psychology because of artificial divisions established within psychology itself are natural kinds of phenomena that, like other natural phenomena, can be studied using traditional quantitative and qualitative research methods (Cardeña, Lynn, & Krippner, 2014). The fact that traditional methods of inquiry do not always succeed in clarifying the nature of many exceptional human experiences—such as mystical/unitive experiences, encounter-type experiences, psychic/paranormal experiences, and unusual death-related experiences—point to important limitations to any research method that models itself on physical sciences such as physics and chemistry which study the exterior, objective behavior of passive, inanimate bodies in motion and applies it wholesale to study the interior, subjective experiences of active, animate human beings.


I. Transpersonal Research Methods




Expanded Methods of Disciplined Inquiry



Recognizing the limitations of physical science research methods, transpersonal researchers have met this challenge by creating original methods of disciplined inquiry and research approaches that are “as creative and expansive as the subject matter we wish to investigate” (Braud & Anderson, 1998, p. 4). The transpersonal research methods textbook, Transforming Self and Others through Research (Anderson & Braud, 2011), for instance, provides a detailed exposition of the principles governing the use of three innovative methods for the investigation of transpersonal phenomena—Integral Inquiry, Intuitive Inquiry, and Organic Inquiry—and the research skills needed to prepare researchers to conduct each approach. The application of these research methods is illustrated using examples drawn from doctoral and master’s theses completed in residential and global studies transpersonal programs at the Institute of Transpersonal Psychology (now Sofia University, Palo Alto, California).




Integral Inquiry


William Braud (1998b) who developed the Integral Inquiry research approach stated, “The research approach is called integral because its aim is to be as whole and inclusive as possible [such that] all relevant methods, approaches, information, means of knowing, understanding, and expressing what has been learned” are used to answer the research question that the researcher wishes to learn more about (p. 58). The topic to be investigated determines what research methods are used, not the other way around. Through an extended literature review of both recent and classic studies and the expanded use of both quantitative and qualitative methods, the transpersonal phenomenon under investigation comes to be more abundantly described, its correlates more completely identified, and practical consequences of the experience for the experient more fully appreciated (Braud, 2011). “Anything we do, experience, and read is seen for what it might contribute to our fuller understanding of what we are studying,” stated Braud (1998b, p. 63). For an example of Integral Inquiry in action, see Genie Palmer’s (1998) investigation of how disclosures of exceptional human experiences affect wellbeing and spiritual growth.




Intuitive Inquiry


Rosemarie Anderson pioneered the use of several transpersonal research methods, including intuitive inquiry (Anderson, 1998, 2011) and embodied writing (Anderson, 2001). Anderson (1998) described Intuitive Inquiry as “research informed by compassion” that asks heartfelt and significant personal questions explored honestly and freely in an “essentially introspective, heuristic, reflective” manner (pp. 86–87). It is a way of investigating a personally significant lived experience in a manner that finds validation in its “sympathetic resonance” with the experiences of others (Anderson, 2004). According to Braud and Anderson (1998), “intuitive inquiry positions the experience and interpretation of the researcher at the center of the inquiry” in such a way that what is intuitively disclosed by the investigation and analyses of the researcher’s unique and personal experience “speaks directly to the inmost self of another” (p. 75). A key difference between Intuitive Inquiry and conventional research methods is that Intuitive Inquiry “allows the intersubjectivity of researcher, participants, and anticipated audience to influence the gradual unfolding of the research inquiry” (Braud & Anderson, 1998, p. 82). For a research example of Intuitive Inquiry in action, see Rosemarie Anderson’s (1996) discussion of her experience of “sacred weeping.”




Organic Inquiry


According to Anderson and Braud (2011), “the fundamental technique of organic research is telling and listening to stories” (p. 6). The research topic is rooted in the researcher’s own personal experience of the phenomenon under study and involves the researcher telling his or her “story” in narrative form, listening to the stories of others who have had similar experiences, and reporting on the researcher’s own transformative changes that occurred during the research process. The method presupposes a moderately high level of self-awareness by the researcher of his or her own psychospiritual development and is not recommended for everyone. Inquiry can include nonverbal ways of reporting data and the methods used for gathering data depends on the creativity of the researcher and are expected to evolve during the course of the investigation. The goal of organic research is personal transformation for the reader of the study, the coresearchers, and the researcher (Anderson & Braud, 2011, pp. 131–159).

Jennifer Clements (2004) provides an overview of key features of the Organic Inquiry approach, including a description of the three-step process of preparation, inspiration, and integration that is involved in the data collection and data analysis phases of research. In these phases of research “the psyche of the researcher becomes the subjective ‘instrument’ of the research, working in partnership with [his or her own] liminal and spiritual influences as well as with the experiences of the participants” (p. 26). William Braud (2004) provides an overview of the aims, emphases, assumptions, criticisms, and resources used in Organic Inquiry (see also, J. Clements, 2011).






What Is So Special About Transpersonal Research Methods?



One feature that distinguishes transpersonal research methods from more conventional methods is its naturalistic, participatory, and integrated mixed-methods approach. The role of research participants and the experimenter, the sampling methods used, and the open-ended nature of the data-theory cycle are other distinguishing features (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Natural field settings, for instance, provide an important context for gathering information. Research participants are considered co-investigators and foremost data-gathering instruments for gaining access to personal or tacit knowledge of the phenomenon under investigation. Purposive sampling that is targeted and intentional is regarded as yielding more informative and meaningful data than simple random or convenience (haphazard) sampling. Theories that emerge a posteriori from the research data are regarded as better supported than theories that are generated a priori to data collection.



Content: Research as Engagement With the Sacred


Transpersonal researchers Rosemarie Anderson and Les Lancaster (2017) stated that “a critical feature that makes research, scholarship, and practice transpersonal is our engagement with the sacred, a sacred other that lives both within and beyond us as individuals and unique cultures” (p. xi). This intention to engage that which is the sacred, the transcendent, the transpersonal (however you may define those terms), frames the transpersonalist’s research questions and hypotheses, and methods of disciplined inquiry. What is distinctive about a transpersonal approach to research and scholarship, according to transpersonal researcher Rosemarie Anderson (2018a), is that it does not limit itself to the feelings, perceptions, beliefs, or attributions of the sacred that are publically accessible by means of physical and natural science methods alone. Instead, it “integrates the natural and human sciences with knowledge gleaned from the world’s great spiritual traditions and seeks to bring the epistemologies and methods known to the ancient world to life again in new ways, applied to modern life” (p. 4).

Transpersonal methods of disciplined inquiry expand upon conventional quantitative and qualitative research by placing the hypothesis formation, research design, data gathering, and data analysis process (i.e., the data-theory cycle) within a framework that considers human personality action in a greater context, with greater motives, purposes, and meanings than traditionally assigned to it by orthodox, Western physical science (Anderson, 2018a, 2018b; Tart, 1992b [1975], 1997b). As transpersonal researcher William Braud (1994) put it: “Ours is not a world of nothing but, but a world of something more” (p. 305).




Context: Research as a Subjective Act


A detached and disinterested spectator approach to the study of experience and behavior—what Abraham Maslow (1966) called “the classical science of the impersonal” (p. 110)—is an entirely valuable and legitimate enterprise. It is, however, relatively narrow and much too limited to serve as a general and comprehensive approach for psychology as a human science (Giorgi, 1970; Polkinghorne, 1984). Its objective stance brings about a certain artificial shrinking of the basic reality of subjective life to its exterior aspects alone.

Transpersonal research methods, on the other hand, offer the opportunity for a personal encounter with the greater “withinness” of subjective life. It is a way of personal knowing championed by scholar of mysticism, Evelyn Underhill (1961 [1911]) who stated,



We know a thing only by uniting with it; by assimilating it; by an interpenetration of it with ourselves…. Wisdom is the fruit of communion; ignorance the inevitable portion of those who “keep themselves to themselves,” and stand apart, judging, analyzing the things which they have never truly known.

(cited in Braud, 1994, p. 4)




As Aspect Psychology puts it, “realism is more than the surface of things” (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 8, p. 220).

Another distinguishing feature of transpersonal research methods is the central role of the subjectivity and personal qualities of the researcher in the research project. As Rosemarie Anderson and William Braud (2011) put it, “the researcher’s own qualities inform all aspects of a research study” (p. 162)—from the selection of the phenomenon to be investigated, the research questions and hypotheses proposed, the treatment of research participants, and the data collection and analyses procedures chosen. This allows for the introduction of meaning-making, emotional realizations, intuitive comprehensions, and the practical lessons of lived experience of the knower (the researcher) to enter into the knowing (research) process in way that supports a more comprehensive and balanced understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

The paradox of general psychology’s profound distrust of subjectivity does not escape the transpersonal researcher. The very basis of our most intimate experience, the framework of psychology itself, rests upon a basic reality—the subjective human psyche—that is considered invalid by the very discipline that is formed through its auspices. The subjectivity that gave birth to the concept of “objectivity” and continually infuses it with meaning is distrusted. The basic reality of subjective life becomes something that must be protected against by adopting a methodological stance that gives the scientist some feeling of separation from its object of study (human experience). The separateness science of orthodox, Western psychology that divides the researcher from his or her own emotions and the subjectivity that so frightens them—even while he or she must use and be vividly aware of that subjectivity in order to conduct their research—is replaced by the alternative, complementary paradigm of wholeness science (Braud & Anderson, 1998; pp. 6–19; Harman, 1994b, pp. 375–395). Tackling so much of their subject at once, the transpersonal researcher breaks from the imprisonment imposed by the prevailing, conventional view of positivist, separatist science and thereby becomes free from this fear of emotions and subjectivity to some considerable extent.




Process: Research as a Journey of Transformation


As a disciplined method of personal engagement with the greater “withinness” of subjective life, transpersonal research methods invite a transformation of the heart and mind of the researcher who conducts the research, of the individuals who participate in the inquiry, and of those who later read the research findings. As the title of Rosemarie Anderson and William Braud’s 2011 book, Transforming Self and Others through Research, implies, “whether the methods used are quantitative, qualitative, art-based methods, hermeneutics, or a mix of these modalities, the key to far-reaching understanding of transpersonal and spiritual topics is the researcher’s willingness to engage research as an art and act of transformation” (Anderson, 2018a, p. 4). Research participants become co-researchers and are invited to own, honor, and share their experiences. This has the potential of not only transforming understanding of the research topic and meaning of the research findings, but also bringing life-transformative effects in both the research respondent and the researcher himself or herself who engages with those life stories than would otherwise be available through the more detached, dispassionate, disinterested approach of separatist science.




An Expanded Understanding of Validity (Trustworthiness)


Issues related to selecting a correct data-gathering method (trustworthiness), assessing the appropriateness of a conclusion drawn from research data (validity), and evaluating the consistency of results (reliability) are important considerations in transpersonal research, just as they are in conventional psychological research. Recognizing the logical fallacies and cognitive heuristics to which human reasoning is susceptible (Paul & Elder, 2004) has led to the development of expanded forms of validity-testing and training of reflective research skills that are designed to enhance the preparedness of the researcher and better ensure the scientific rigor of the research process (Anderson & Braud, 2011, pp. 281–302; Braud & Anderson, 1998, pp. 213–237). Establishing the trustworthiness, credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of research findings is important given the central role of the subjectivity of the researcher and respondents in the transpersonal research process.

In order to effectively accomplish this, Rosemarie Anderson (2015) identified five “essential qualities” that a transpersonal inquirer needs to bring to his or her research and scholarship.


	First, research is viewed as an intention to encounter the Sacred that “invites personal transformation of inquirers’ understanding of the topic and of their awareness in general” (p. 164).

	Second, researchers select a topic to study that “hold heart and meaning for them and invite all their personal capacities and professional expertise to the engagement of the topic” (p. 165).

	Third, “a realistic understanding of one’s own level of psycho-spiritual development” is needed so that the essential implications of the research findings are not beyond the researcher’s own level of development and ability to grasp (p. 165).

	Fourth, “spiritual values of generosity, inclusion, kindness, compassion, and humility” need to be reflected in all professional interactions with one’s colleagues, especially when debating with one another about controversial ideas and positions with which one may disagree (p. 165).

	Fifth, the researcher remains aware of his or her responsibility to predecessors of the past, desire to “live with sacred intent and engagement” in the present, and be forever conscious of “what we are seeding for the future” (p. 166).



Transpersonal researchers acknowledge the value-laden quality of subjective life and instead of trying to pretend it out of existence incorporate it into their research designs.





Hidden Assumptions Behind Wholistic Science


Transpersonal research methods are not just conventional research methods dressed up in different clothing. They represent original and creative forms of disciplined inquiry (i.e., inquiry that is open to the public for inspection and verification). Hidden behind the methods of inquiry that ground the transpersonal paradigm of wholeness science are assumptions about the nature of reality (ontology), human knowing (epistemology), and human value-fulfillment (axiology) that differ in substantial ways from the conventional paradigm of separateness science that grounds traditional research in general psychology (Braud & Anderson, 1998, Table 1.4, pp. 10–11; Harman, 1994b, pp. 393–394; Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 39–43).

Yvonna Lincoln and Egon Guba (1985) described five key differences between the sensory-dependent experimental/laboratory research paradigm adopted directly from the physical sciences that characterize conventional behavioristic research and the naturalistic paradigm of the human sciences that characterizes transpersonal methods of disciplined inquiry.


	First, conventional research approaches presume “a single, tangible reality ‘out there’ that can be broken apart into pieces capable of being studied independently; the whole is simply the sum of its parts” (p. 28). Naturalistic research methods postulate “there are multiple constructed realities that can be studied only holistically” (p. 37).

	Second, conventional research approaches presume “linear causality; there are no effects without causes and no causes without effects” (p. 28). Naturalistic inquiry postulates that “all entities are in a state of mutual simultaneous shaping so that it is impossible to distinguish causes from effects” (p. 38).

	Third, conventional research approaches presume “the possibility of separation of the observer from the observed—the knower from the known” (p. 28). Naturalistic research methods postulate “the inquirer and the ‘object of inquiry’ interact to influence one another; knower and known are inseparable” (p. 37).

	Fourth, conventional research approaches presume “the temporal and contextual independence of observations, so that what is true at one time and place may also be true at another time and place” (p. 28). Naturalistic research methods postulate that all knowledge is inextricably intertwined with the context in which it occurs (like figure–ground), and that “realities are wholes that cannot be understood in isolation from their contexts, nor can they be fragmented for separate study of the parts” (p. 39).

	Fifth, conventional research approaches presume that the objectivity of its methodology guarantees that it is value-free, and that “the results of an inquiry are essentially free from the influence of any value system (bias)” (p. 28). Naturalistic inquiry postulates that values are an inevitable part of all science, especially in the selection of the problem to be investigated, in the choice of method utilized to study it, and in the adoption of the particular theory used to interpret results.



These are very different presumptions about the nature of reality, human knowing, and human valuing that ground conventional (positivist, physicalist, mechanistic, objectifying) research approaches of separateness science and transpersonal (naturalistic, organic, intuitive, indigenous) forms of inquiry of wholeness science (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 39–43). They have important ramifications for deciding what problems are selected for study, what shape the hypotheses take, how the research will be conducted, how research findings are interpreted, and why the study is undertaken in the first place.





Ethical Challenges in Transpersonal Research


Hendrik Geldenhuys (2019) offered helpful guidelines for addressing the distinctive ethical issues and challenges surrounding areas of informed consent, benefit and risk, privacy and confidentiality in transpersonal research. Ethical issues related to (a) the dynamic nature of the research process, (b) the avoidance of undue influence and coercion given the transactional relation and rapport established between researcher and participant, (c) the unknown nature of the risks and benefits of interventions such as psychedelics, (d) the intimate nature of the data collected, and (e) the range of human experiences open to investigation give rise to a number of questions that need to be addressed in any transpersonal inquiry. For example,



	Given the nonordinary nature of transpersonal phenomena and the open-ended, exploratory nature of transpersonal inquiry, can the researcher ever know ahead of time what it is that she or he will discover?

	How much of the risks and benefits can be predicted beforehand for both researcher and participant, especially when research deals with investigating intense transpersonal crises potentially fraught with anxiety, distress, or unresolved issues of trauma (e.g., spiritual emergence or spiritual emergency; C. Grof & S. Grof, 2017)?

	Given the dynamic nature of inquiry, would not the nature of informed consent need to change, since the researcher may not be able to inform the participant of all possible eventualities at the beginning of the research?

	How much information should the researcher share or divulge with the participant and how can the researcher ensure that respondents fully understand what will be involved so that participants’ anticipations and experimenter bias does not unduly influence the outcome of the study?

	What are the boundary issues and transference issues that need to be addressed when participant and researcher are co-participants in the research process?

	When does the research process blend into a form of therapy?




Answering these questions can be expected to pose special challenges both for the researcher and institutional review boards (IRB) whose role it is to ensure that transpersonal research projects satisfactorily meet the conventions of ethical protections.





II. Transpersonal Psychology as a Scientific Field

Whether the naturalistic, wholeness research approach of Transpersonal Psychology should be regarded as scientific ultimately “depends on what we take science to be” (Slife & Williams, 1995, p. 173). Maslow (1966) observed, “If you define ‘science’ as that which it is able to do [using the method of the physical science], then that which it is not able to do becomes ‘nonscience,’ i.e., unscientific” (pp. 15–16). Maslow’s observation calls attention to a crucial debate in Transpersonal Psychology about the boundaries that divide scientific and nonscientific forms of knowing and whether the experimental method of the physical sciences is a superior way of knowing over all other modes of human inquiry (scientism; Boudry & Pigliucci, 2017).

Today, the issue regarding Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field is as alive as ever and remains a current topic of debate (Cunningham, 2019a, 2019b; Daniels, 2005, pp. 216–233; Ferrer, 2014; Friedman, 2013b, 2015a; Lancaster, 2002; Hunt, 2005; MacDonald, 2013; MacDonald & Friedman, 2001; Sohmer, 2020; Tart, 2004). The question of whether the knowledge acquired in transpersonal experiences is valid knowledge remains an important one. As transpersonal scholar Ken Wilber (1993b) stated, “There is no use trying to figure out the range or scope or methods of knowledge of the new and ‘higher’ field of transpersonal psychology until you can demonstrate that you have actual knowledge of any sort to begin with” (p. 184).

Most transpersonal psychologists who conduct research of exceptional human experiences know that they are practicing science when they employ conventional research methods and transpersonal methods of disciplined inquiry, collect quantitative and qualitative data using reliable and valid psychometric tools, and analyze data using sophisticated statistics (Morling, 2018). They know they are practicing science when they translate basic research findings into clinical applications to improve people’s lives, attend professional research conferences or colloquia with colleagues, publish their research in peer-reviewed journals, and generally agree on what constitutes progress in the accumulation of knowledge in the field. But what kind of science is it? Is it traditional empirical psychological science?




Transpersonal Psychology as an Empirical Science



The intent of the major founders of Transpersonal Psychology was always to establish an empirical psychology; that is, a psychology based on human experience. The Statement of Purpose of the major academic publication that launched the field in 1969 clearly disclosed the intent of its founders when it stated that “The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology is concerned with the publication of theoretical and applied research, original contributions, empirical papers, articles, and studies” (American Transpersonal Association, 1969, p. i [emphasis in original]).

Abraham Maslow expressed a similar view when he stated: “We need something ‘bigger than we are’ to be awed by and to commit ourselves to in a new, naturalistic, empirical, non-churchly sense, perhaps as Thoreau and Whitman, William James and John Dewey did” [emphasis added] (Maslow, 1968, p. iv). For Maslow (1969a), “the scientific vision” of the field was always “the empirical vision” (p. 9). Maslow considered the instinctoid values of Being (e.g., truth, goodness, beauty, etc.) to be on the same continuum as the deficiency needs (e.g., physiological, safety, love, belongingness, self-esteem, and so forth). “They fall within the realm of science, broadly conceived,” Maslow (1971) stated, “the spiritual or value-life falls well within the realm of nature, rather than being in a different and opposed realm [and] is susceptible to investigation at once by psychologists and social scientists” (p. 320).



Early Focus on Theory-Building and Clinical Applications


During the early years of its history, the field focused on theory-building and the formulation of basic postulates of transpersonal psychotherapy (Wittine, 1989). Conducting relatively few experimental laboratory or field studies compared to other academic subdisciplines, the field suffered from a general under-development of experimental research. This oversight served to marginalize the field in the eyes of mainstream psychology. Another, more subtle, reason for the field’s marginalization in general psychology was its advocating for the existence and study of phenomena that, in the words of consciousness researcher Stanislav Grof (2012), “violate some of the most basic assumptions of materialistic science” (p. 148).




Growing Importance of Empirical Studies


The situation is arguably changing (Barušs & Mossbridge, 2017). Hartelius, Rothe, and Roy (2013) reported that “of all content articles published in either JTP [Journal of Transpersonal Psychology] or IJTS [International Journal of Transpersonal Studies] between 1969 and 2009 (n = 654), the role of empirical studies can be seen as increasing steadily over time.… This suggests that empirical studies, although still in the minority, are slowly gaining importance within transpersonal psychology” (p. 15). It is clear that exceptional human experiences and human transformative capacities do exist and that evidence for some of these phenomena are so well-established that transpersonal researchers can now focus on identifying the variables that influence their occurrence and how they operate in the lives of people (Murphy, 1992; Presti, 2018; Kripal, 2019).

There is a substantial amount of research into transpersonally related topics being conducted using traditional empirical research methods by researchers, academic scholars, scientists, and clinicians who do not identify themselves as transpersonalists (e.g., see chapter bibliographic references in Friedman & Hartelius, 2013a). This research is being conducted outside the field of Transpersonal Psychology and is published in peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary mainstream academic journals that do not specialize in transpersonal research per se. This is arguably one empirical measure of the impact and integration of the transpersonal movement into mainstream scientific thinking and has indirectly contributed to the scientific legitimacy of Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field.

The fact that research on transpersonal phenomena (e.g., near-death experiences, meditation, alternate states of consciousness, psychosomatic transformative capacities, outof-body experiences) are published in periodicals that are not specialized transpersonal journals argues against the proposition that “little progress in understanding transpersonal phenomena from a scientific perspective has occurred since the founding of the field” (Friedman, 2002, p. 175). It is also an indication of the increasing interest of transpersonal-related topics to scientists and clinicians in mainstream academic disciplines outside Transpersonal Psychology.

It suggests that Transpersonal Psychology has a better chance of spreading its perspective throughout other academic disciplines and of contributing to the science and practice of general psychology more broadly if a diffuse approach is taken to influencing the psychological mainstream. The field’s impact has already been felt by a number of fundamental disciplines—some more or less scientific in the classical physical and natural science sense (see, Friedman, 2017, pp. 302–303; Judy, 2018; Walsh & Vaughan, 2018). Transpersonal Psychology’s future contributions to mainstream Western psychology would seem to lie in continuing to investigate “the most interesting problems which emerge and to follow those problems wherever they may lead” (Gardner, 1992, p. 188). From that perspective, there is a danger inherent in sequestering the dissident (transpersonal) voices of Transpersonal Psychology into a single, separate, and isolatable division within the American Psychological Association. (APA). It risks further marginalizing the field as a borderline specialty science and “delineates in advance the field of our influence” (Churchill, 1997, p. 148).

The multi-disciplinary field of Transpersonal Studies emerged in the 1980s so that scholars and researchers beyond the field of psychology could bring their particular cross-cultural disciplinary expertise to the study of transpersonal phenomena more broadly (Boucouvalas, 1999; Brevde, Kozlov, & Maykov, 2002; Nalimov & Drogalina, 1996). Transpersonal studies incorporate knowledge from diverse academic fields into its theories and research practices in order to provide a more comprehensive and integrated perspective concerning the varieties, causes, and effects of transpersonal phenomena than could be obtained from a single perspective or system of psychology alone (Wilber, 1995). Today, “transpersonal journals are indexed in databases such as ProQuest alongside Brain and Behavior, and the Journal of Black Psychology” (Hartelius, Krippner, & Thouin-Savard, 2017, p. iii).







Transpersonal Psychology Is/Is Not a Traditional Science



Is Transpersonal Psychology a traditional empirical psychological science? As a way of answering this question, transpersonal scholar Harry Hunt (2005) asks us to consider the following test question initially posed by William James (1950 [1890]) in his Principles of Psychology: “We want our ______to be a science, but will it still be ________?” The question does not seem to pose a problem when asked about the physical and natural sciences (e.g., “We want our physics, chemistry, and biology to be a science, but will it still be physics, chemistry, biology?”). If the question is posed to psychology or any of the humanities (e.g., “We want our history, religious studies, literature, music, and art to be a science, but will it still be history, religious studies, literature, music, and art?”), however, it evokes a much different response.

If general psychology (and by implication Transpersonal Psychology) is not a physical or natural science in the conventional sense of having an established body of laws and principles presumed to be true for all times, governing the behavior and experience of all human beings everywhere in the world, that can be used to control and predict human behavior with lawful regularity (like the laws of physics or formulas of chemistry), then what kind of science is it? Harry Hunt (2005) pointed out that although psychological science may have the methodological trappings of the classical physical sciences, it is actually a different kind of science because of its self-referential nature; that is, we are what we study.

We are the subject of our own inquiry, embedded in a biopsychosocial context that is culturally, linguistically, and historically situated. Hunt (2005) proposed that we use conventional research methods (i.e., experimental and quasi-experimental designs, psychometric tests, brain imaging devices) in order to gain a “distancing” from the object of study (ourselves) by selectively externalizing and objectifying experience and behavior so that it can be studied in a scientific manner like the physical sciences (i.e., detached, uninvolved, neutral, non-interfering, non-caring objectivity).



Requirement of Ecological Validity


What distinguishes general psychology and Transpersonal Psychology from the physical and natural sciences is that we have unique “inside” access to our subject matter. Moreover, we reactively respond—unlike inanimate physical objects—which requires something more of our science. It requires that the research problems our science selects and the research findings that it produces somehow always relate back to the other human sciences in order to validate their meaning and significance in our lives and not simply for our lives. It must do this in a way that the “pure” knowledge of the physical and natural sciences are not required to do (Hunt, 2005, p. 364).

This requirement for relevance serves as a “reality check” for ensuring that no matter how intellectually interesting the research problem may be or how technologically and statistically sophisticated the results appear that the relevance, significance, and meaning of the “cold, hard facts of science” always connect back to the “categories of human life” (Dilthey’s phrase). They must possess what Harry Hunt called “ecological validity” (i.e., relevance for our lives). This requirement to demonstrate the relevance of psychological research in daily life is not new. It is aligned with Ulrich Neisser’s (1982) view that progress in understanding human cognition and memory requires knowing how cognition and memory operate in natural contexts rather than in the psychological laboratory alone.





A Human Science of the Sacred


The requirement for ecological validity highlights how Transpersonal Psychology, like general psychology itself, is a different kind of science than the physical sciences. It is a human science that, in the words of Hart Hunt, “joins the humanities and traditional sciences while also being separate from each [and] actually combines many of the classical themes of the humanities (personality, motivation, emotion, thought, and memory) with the empirical methods first developed within the physical sciences” (Hunt, 2005, pp. 359, 363). Transpersonal Psychology is/is not a traditional physical or natural science, in those terms. It is a traditional science in the sense of employing the scientific method. It is a human science in the sense of bridging the natural sciences and the humanities (i.e., we ourselves are the topic of our own investigations). Nor is Transpersonal Psychology just another conventional psychology. Transpersonal researchers show greater attention to humanity’s nature as spiritual creatures in their clinical and experimental research than researchers in general psychology typically do. Transpersonal Psychology views science as a spiritual practice and considers itself “a sacred science” that bridges psychological science and transpersonal spirit (Anderson, 2018a; Barušs, 2007).






A Basic, Translational, and Applied Science



As a basic science, Transpersonal Psychology’s goal is to enhance the general body of knowledge about transpersonal phenomena utilizing both qualitative and quantitative research methods (Anderson & Braud, 2011; Braud & Anderson, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As a translational science, it investigates transpersonal phenomena in both experimental and naturalistic field settings and translates that knowledge into clinical applications, such as psychotherapy, education, business practices, medicine, and ecology (Friedman & Hartelius, 2007). As an applied science, it seeks to put to the test of action and further development applications of its basic research findings to solve particular problems in a real-world context, such as health care and therapy settings (Friedman & Hartelius, 2013a, pp. 419–594).



Seven Qualities of Transpersonal Psychology as a Scientific Field


As a basic, translational, and applied human science that bridges the natural sciences and the humanities, Transpersonal Psychology is



	An empirical science that emphasizes the primacy of experiential data in its investigations (i.e., empiricus, meaning experiential) consisting of both the data of sense and data of consciousness and regards “experience as one kind of fundamental data just as fundamental as physiology or behavior” (Tart, 2019, p. 366).

	A methodological science that incorporates and expands upon the same hypothetico-deductive method that behavioral scientists use.

	A descriptive and explanatory science that seeks “knowledge through causes” (scientia), that include material and efficient causes traditionally sought by the physical and natural sciences and formal and final causes traditionally addressed by the humanities.

	An integral science that offers a comprehensive, holistic, and inclusive understanding of the whole person.

	A productive science that publishes scholarly research in peer-reviewed academic journals and maintains fruitful interdisciplinary research programs that find solid scientific foundation in the contributions of religious studies, humanistic psychology, positive psychology, parapsychology, consciousness studies, and the experimental psychology of the unconscious.

	A public science that (a) has the same required academic qualifications to teach and do research at colleges and universities as other sciences (e.g., acquire MS, PhD, or PsyD degrees); (b) awards graduate degrees in the field from accredited universities (e.g., Saybrook Graduate University, California Institute of Integral Studies, Naropa University, Liverpool John Moores University); and (c) has established professional membership associations for the collective promotion of the field and mutual exchange and debate of ideas (e.g., Association for Transpersonal Psychology, European Transpersonal Psychology Association, International Transpersonal Association, Japanese Transpersonal Psychology/Psychiatry Society).

	A quantitative science that employs psychometric testing and formalized assessment to investigate transpersonal phenomena.






Contributions to General Psychology


Since the birth of the modern transpersonal movement in 1969, Transpersonal Psychology has made several significant scientific contributions to general psychology as a result of calling attention to psychological phenomena and psychotherapeutic practices that have become important areas of study in their own right (Judy, 2018; Walsh & Vaughan, 2018). Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (2018) noted that Transpersonal Psychology was “the first field of Western Psychology to attempt to understand and integrate such topics as transpersonal experiences, altered states of consciousness, contemplative practices, and Eastern psychologies” in contemporary scientific psychological terms (p. 1).

Transpersonal scholar Harris Friedman (2017) pointed out that Transpersonal Psychology has “constructively pioneered many areas that were marginalized and even denigrated by mainstream psychology” (p. 302). These include:



	Promotion of consciousness studies as a separate discipline.

	Renewed attention to spiritual issues in mental health.

	Increased use of clients’ spirituality as an aid in psychotherapy.

	Introduction of new DSM diagnostic category related to religious and spiritual problems.

	Robust research programs into meditation and its use as adjunctive therapy.

	Growth in the study of post-conventional stages of adult development.

	Re-emergence of psychedelic research and therapeutics.

	Increased recognition of the legitimacy of qualitative research methods as complement to quantitative tools as part of a mixed-methods approach.

	Promotion of the multicultural movement through its studies of indigenous spiritualities.

	Opening up a re-examination of the implicit philosophical assumptions of science.

	Facilitation of increased interdisciplinary communication through the field of transpersonal studies.




These are all indications of Transpersonal Psychology’s legitimacy as a subdiscipline within orthodox, Western psychology. To paraphrase parapsychologist Caroline Watt (2005), “Encouraging our mainstream colleagues to be aware of our contribution to their disciplines makes it more difficult for them to dismiss [transpersonal psychology] as an irrelevant or fringe area” (p. 217).





III. Transpersonal Testing and Assessment

Transpersonal Psychology is a quantitative science that employs psychometric testing and formalized assessment to investigate transpersonal phenomena. How does transpersonal testing and assessment differ from conventional approaches? According to transpersonal researchers Harris Friedman and Douglas MacDonald (1997),



The main points of difference between conventional and transpersonal approaches to assessment are that the latter utilizes transpersonal theory and methodologies to understand a client, requires that the assessor and client actively collaborate, and emphasizes the explicit role of clinician awareness of potential biases in professional judgment used in the transpersonal arena.

(p. 112)




Transpersonally oriented testing may focus the goals of its assessment on psychological/spiritual identity development and exceptional states of health and wellbeing. It allows for inclusion of alternative assessment and treatment methodologies that possess evidence supporting their validity and clinical usefulness (Krippner & Welch, 1992). It typically incorporates notions of spirituality or a transpersonal orientation into its research projects and clinical applications. It commonly uses transpersonal theory as an interpretive lens for understanding and explaining psychometric data and “as a means to verify empirically the validity and effectiveness of transpersonal practices” (Friedman & MacDonald, 1997, p. 113).




Correlates of Transpersonal Traits and States Can Be Quantified and Measured



An idea, an emotion, a mental image definitely exist even though, in principle, they do not have a physical reality to the same extent that a material object does, cannot be seen with the physical senses, are not publically accessible to the perception of others, or scientifically observed in any laboratory. We have certain knowledge that ideas, emotions, and dream images exist because we have first-hand, first-person, proof positive direct knowledge that such psychological experiences exist within ourselves—our own sentience and personal awareness. We do not require them to constantly repeat themselves in order to be sure of their existence. We do not insist that they make themselves physical and become publically accessible for the observation of others to convince ourselves of their reality. Such personal knowledge is knowledge and not some second-rate form of knowing that needs to be checked with physical eyes or instruments to establish its existence, validity, or legitimacy (Maslow, 1966, pp. 45–65, 102–118; Polanyi, 1958).

Transpersonal experiences of self-expansiveness likewise are not themselves directly accessible to the physical senses through observation or their technological extensions (e.g., brain imaging devices). Nor are they directly measurable through self-report pencil-and-paper questionnaires. Tests and measures by their very nature cannot provide direct assessment of experiences (e.g., spiritual enlightenment) but only indirect assessments of its effects (i.e., verbal expressions of “what it was like”). This does not make them any less real, however.

Transpersonal experiences, nevertheless, do have linguistic, behavioral, psychological, biological, and sociological correlates that can be empirically measured or rationally evaluated (e.g., behavior, beliefs, attitudes, interpersonal relationships, neurological and physiological activity). These correlates have heuristic value for identifying the nature, limits, and possible causes of exceptional human experiences (Hill, 2013, pp. 54–55; Thomas & Cooper, 1980; Waldron, 1998). Whether these correlates, in fact, unequivocally characterize a particular transpersonal, spiritual, or exceptional human experience will depend on many variables (e.g., conceptual clarity of constructs, sample representativeness, instrument reliability and validity; Crane & Hartelius, 2017).

Transpersonal researcher Rosemarie Anderson (2015) remarked that “unfortunately, some transpersonal psychologists act as though statistics and numbers are aligned with the devil” (p. 165). This resistance to psychometric testing is ironic given the historical fact that it was Gustav Fechner (b. 1801–d.1887)—founder of the branch of experimental psychology known as psychophysics—who discovered that physical correlates of nonphysical psychological experience had a lawful mathematical relationship that varied in a systematic way (Weber-Fechner law). By establishing a mathematical relationship between interior mental states and exterior physical stimuli, Fechner moved psychology closer to gaining scientific status and empirically demonstrating that quality has its own quantity and quantity has its own quality. Fechner’s motivation for developing his psychophysical science was not to deny the reality of immaterial spirit and soul or reduce spirituality to physical sensation or a material brain. It was to do just the opposite—to clarify the relationship of body, mind, and spirit and provide “a scientific foundation for his belief in the survival of the human spirit or soul” (Rosenzweig, 1987, p. 788; see also Lowrie, 1946; Fechner, 1992 [1836]; Zweig, 2006).

The development of transpersonal tests and measures makes it possible to communicate and compare findings from different studies, easier to collaborate with other researchers who also employ quantitative measures, and facilitates the ability to replicate research findings. Tests and measures help in the accumulation of empirical support for the validity and effectiveness of transpersonal theory and practice. Any psychometric instrument that links a transpersonal construct to some behavior or natural language descriptor that credibly (validly) and dependably (reliably) operationalizes the construct in some confirmable way and makes measured outcomes transferable to other contexts is useful and contributes to empirical research in the field.





All Assessment Methods Have Strengths, Limitations, and Various Sources of Error



Despite its many advantages, a purely psychometric approach to the study of exceptional (human) experiences and transformative capacities faces a number of challenges that require critical examination. Douglas MacDonald and Harris Friedman (2001, 2002), David Moberg (2002), and Peter Hill (2013), for instance, identify well-documented limitations and various sources of error in quantitative measurement of religiousness and spirituality, including:



	Lack of clarity in conceptual definitions of the phenomenon under investigation.

	Limitations in operational definitions of the phenomenon.

	Methodological challenges in establishing psychometric validity of constructs.

	Lack of sustained research programs and challenge of building a cumulative knowledge base.

	Sample (respondent) unrepresentativeness.

	Cultural insensitivity of instruments and the challenge of “cultural portability.”

	Strengths and limitations of self-report technologies.

	Failure (or inability) to replicate research findings.




1. Definitional Problem: Conceptual Ambiguity

The problem of conceptual ambiguity refers to the challenge of defining nebulous and vague traits (e.g., self-expansiveness or spiritual wellbeing) and states (e.g., mysticism) that are inherently subtle, multifaceted, and often indescribable in abstract, analytic, and linear terms. The ill-defined nature of phenomena that often mean different things to different people sometimes results in the same construct (e.g., spirituality, self-transcendence, search for the sacred) being defined differently by different test developers. One direction for future research, for example, is to more adequately distinguish spirituality (e.g., “an experiential relationship with some form of higher power, intelligence, or being”) and religion (e.g., “beliefs, doctrines, and practices associated with membership in religious institutions”) in psychometric measures.



2. Definitional Problem: Operationalizing Constructs

Another measurement challenge is deciding how best to operationalize the measurement of constructs used as dependent variables in a study (e.g., Should I use a quantitative self-report questionnaire, a physiological measure, a qualitative face-to-face interview, a behavioral observation, or some combination of these?). There is often a lack of agreement about the most appropriate operationalization of a given construct due to insufficiently developed background theory that guides and grounds the interpretation of responses in an empirical study (Hill, 2013). Artificial scaling formats, contrived administration procedures, forced scoring methods, arbitrary interpretation guidelines, and tightly controlled technical requirements of measurement may be cripplingly inappropriate to the phenomenon under investigation.



3. Methodological Challenges in Establishing Validity

One important challenge facing the assessment of transpersonal experiences and their correlates centers on the issue of validity. How does one determine that the scale or measure actually measures “true” self-expansiveness or “true” self-actualization and adequately distinguishes between those who have had such an experience and those who have not, but say they did? The question is not easily answered because, as David Moberg (2002) pointed out, “what is understood as ‘true’ depends upon one’s normative frame of reference, the implicit and explicit values upon which operational definitions, methodologies, and evaluations rest, [and] upon the researcher’s, clinician’s, or educator’s definitional criteria” (p. 56). The working frame of reference, the values on which the operational definition and chosen research method are based, and what constitutes evidence in the research are, in turn, influenced by cultural variables and the education, personal experience, and religious beliefs and philosophical commitments of the particular researcher, clinician, and educator.



4. Lack of Sustained Research Programs and Challenge of Building a Cumulative Knowledge Base

The absence of common measures used across studies has been an obstacle to accumulating a coherent body of research in which equivalent dependent variable measures are used and can be compared. Many studies do not use the same standardized instruments and this results in the absence of a cumulative knowledge base on which a coherent theory of spirituality could be grounded (Hill, 2013). MacDonald and Friedman (2002) recommend that instead of developing new psychometric technologies for measuring each of the transpersonal constructs proposed by different theories, a shared use of current instruments and/or methodologies across investigations should be emphasized—especially those assessment techniques whose psychometric properties of validity and reliability have been fairly well established.

On that view, incorporating existing scales or measures into one’s research project rather than creating new ones helps to advance the development of a systematic, cumulative, and ongoing research base that can further promote the field of Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific discipline. A related challenge is to decide whether to utilize existing measures of transpersonal (spirituality/mystical/transcendent) experience or create new ones that (a) assess a generic transpersonal experience, (b) are not linked to specific religious traditions, and (c) are appropriate for assessing the experience of individuals who see themselves as spiritual and non-religious.



5. Sample (Respondent) Unrepresentativeness

Michael Nagel (1999) examined the problem of sample (respondent) selection in the research of advanced meditative states and raised the prospect that studying the farther reaches of meditation development may not be possible if few individuals are capable of reaching those states. This relates to the problem of sample (respondent) unrepresentativeness in transpersonal testing and assessment. There is an overreliance on convenience or haphazard sampling from a population of white, young, educated, middle-class, Protestant, American college students—the population frequently used in the norm-referenced standardization process of test development.

Many existing instruments designed to measure spirituality were originally normed on Judeo-Christian (i.e., Protestant) populations and focus on Christian religious practices, beliefs, or values. Instruments where Christian-oriented terminology is explicitly present in questionnaire items (e.g., “God”), will be less suitable for non-Christians (e.g., Buddhists, Hindi, Muslims, and atheists) and for individuals who practice some secular form of spirituality (i.e., “non-religious, secular spiritual”; Kapuscinski & Masters, 2010). Much of the research on evidence-based clinical practice presumed generalizable to all humans is based largely on American, English-speaking, or Western European samples (11% of the world’s population). The further question arises: “How can psychologists trust that these models and results generalize to all humans, if the evidence is from a small and unrepresentative portion of the global population?” (Thalmayer, Toscanelli, & Arnett, 2020, p. 116).



6. Cultural Insensitivity and the Challenge of “Cultural Portability”

The practice of standardizing instruments on samples that are unrepresentative of a wider religious/non-religious population creates a threat to external validity (i.e., generalizability and applicability of findings to underrepresented populations such as Catholics, Jews, Evangelicals, atheists, Muslims, Hindi, Buddhists, and spiritual-but-not-religious; Hill, 2013). Moreover, the construct of “spirituality” means different things in different cultures. The researcher who wants to create some universal criteria by which to assess transpersonal or spiritual experiences faces the challenge of being sufficiently attentive to differences in languages, customs, social norms, and indigenous practices within and between cultures and ethnicities during the process of test development (Emmons & Paloutzian, 2003).

Addressing this problem may necessitate use of a “multilevel interdisciplinary” approach in which efforts with other social scientists who are familiar with different cultures are combined. Insensitivity to cultural differences makes the cross-cultural “portability” of an instrument a challenge (Moberg, 2002). Ideally, the word “spiritual” and “spirituality” would be operationalized in its widest sense to include not only specifically religious experiences, but all states of consciousness that disclose (a) a connection to what people may refer to as the life force, God, Creator, a higher purpose, Great Mystery, Buddha nature and/or (b) a sense of wholeness, healing, and the interconnectedness of all things (Tisdell & Tolliver, 2003, p. 374).



7. Strengths and Limitations of Self-Report Technologies

Verbal reports, being a primary medium of interpersonal communication, have traditionally been a valuable source of data for transpersonal psychologists. Much is known about the variables that influence the completeness and accuracy of verbal reports as data (Ericsson & Simon, 1984). Verbal reports, however, are often difficult to interpret. They may be limited by the respondent’s verbal skills (e.g., availability of verbal concepts) and capacity to introspect and remember. Self-reports are particularly limited in describing inner psychological states because of the natural reliance on what William James (1950 [1890]) called “the vocabulary of outward things” to describe inward experience (p. 194).

Many transpersonal experiences (e.g., mystical states of consciousness) are often reported to be “ineffable” or beyond the capacity of abstract, linear, rational, analytic words to describe. In such cases the use of what Maslow (1964, p. 84) called “rhapsodic communication”—“figures of speech, metaphors, similes, poetic and metaphorical language, physiognomic and synthetic language, primary process language of the kind found in dreams, reveries, free association and fantasies”—may be “more efficacious in communicating certain aspects of the ineffable” (pp. 84–85).

Pencil-and-paper instruments present their own special challenges as methods of obtaining self-report data. These limitations include (a) inadequacy of close-ended questions to capture the construct, (b) susceptibility to social desirability and response set bias, and (c) mismatch between item language and respondent reading level (Cohen, Swerdlik, & Sturman, 2013). To counteract these limitations, the researcher should always consider complementary assessments—for example, behavioral observations, implicit measures, response time indicators, physiological measurements—as adjunctive, converging measurements to supplement, not replace, self-reports in order to make the evaluation of issues of data validity less difficult (Hill, 2013).



8. Failure (or Inability) to Replicate

Transpersonal phenomena are difficult to replicate under laboratory conditions. This problem is not unique to Transpersonal Psychology, however. Given the widespread presumption that every psychological finding described in introductory psychology textbooks is reproducible, positive replications of previous studies are actually surprisingly rare in the behavioral sciences (Makel, Plucker, & Hegarty, 2012). Very few experiments are empirically ever repeated (Ioannidis, 2005). The failure to replicate findings has resulted in a “replication debate” in general psychology, including cognitive neuroscience (Uttal, 2013), and in the sciences in general (Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012).


THE REPLICATION DEBATE IN SCIENCE

The absence of verification or confirmability studies occurs for a number of reasons. The time and expense involved in repeating well-designed, rigorous experiments, for example, discourages the replication of prior studies. Replication studies are not often accepted by peer-reviewed journals for publication because of editorial policies that discourage publication of “mere” replications (Neuliep & Crandall, 1991).

Those studies where replications have been attempted show a dismal track record of actually producing the same results. The reasons for this failure to replicate include problems with the replication attempt or problems with the original study (Morling, 2018, p. 431). Most replications, when they are attempted, are usually not conducted on the same subjects by the same experimenter or research assistants at the same research laboratory. In addition, the relevant procedure is rarely described in sufficient detail in published journal articles to provide any guarantee of exact duplication. It may be an unreasonable ideal to expect exact duplication of any experiment, in other words.

This is especially true if “scientific success or failure sometimes hinges on the presence or absence of certain personality traits of the scientist and (in the case of experiments) is not simply a matter of following a recipe of procedures” (Braude, 2018, p. 493). The gender, attitudes, interpersonal skills, personal qualities, and character traits of the investigator and research assistants play an important, and unfortunately still neglected, role in the outcome of experiments and can affect participants’ performance (i.e., the well-documented demand characteristics and experimenter effect; Rosenthal & Rubin, 1978; Sheldrake, 1998). All these variables, in isolation or in interaction, can produce nontrivial differences between the original experiment and replication attempts and can affect experimental outcomes.

Transpersonal researchers who have examined the internal consistency of some psycho-metric instruments (e.g., Self-Transcendence Scale, Spiritual Emergency Scale, Spiritual Transcendence Scale, Mysticism Scale) failed to replicate the hypothesized factor structure with different populations. Kylie Harris, Adam Rock, and Gavin Clark (2020) note that one reason for the failure to replicate the factor structure of the Spiritual Emergency Scale (SES), for instance, is that the replication studies have “utilized different analyses (i.e., exploratory vs. confirmatory factor analyses), versions of the SES (i.e., 84-item vs. 30-item), and response formats (i.e., Yes/No vs. Likert-type)” (p. 115). Another reason may be that the names given to “core” constructs that purport to differentiate among traits or dimensions of a scale are simply verbal in nature and not actual (Akyalcin, Greenway, & Milne, 2008).



THE INHERENT INSTABILITY OF HUMAN BEHAVIOR

The ideal that every “true” experimental finding ought to be able to be reproduced or replicated is a scientific canon in the classical physical science and works very well for predicting the behavior of inanimate bodies in motion in closed physical systems where matter and energy remain constant. We can expect to boil seawater at 212° F each and every time we heat it. It never shows a “decline” effect due to boredom or other agentive effect. Human beings, however, are different.

Unlike boiling water, animate human beings are open, dynamic, nonlinear, multifaceted, responsive bodymind systems whose ability to choose automatically influences any probable outcome that can be predicted (Atmanspacher & Jahn, 2003). An action begun can at any point be changed. Any behavior a human being chooses to enact from any given set of probable behaviors does not result in any particular inevitably concluding outcomes. Instead, it automatically gives rise to a set of new probabilities of future behaviors from which to choose. This means that the probabilities of any human behavior are being continually added to, expanded, and freely manipulated by each choice the person consciously makes.

Any information given to the participant automatically changes the nature of the probability that might have otherwise operated in a situation in which no such information was given. The participant’s state of knowing that information alters the probability and if the participant acts on the information, then that action changes the probabilities further. Most normal psychological effects are known to be exceptionally difficult to repeat because of the instability of behavior (S. Epstein, 1980). This is why predicting any human behavior is so difficult and why “replication attempts regularly fail, [even] if conducted as identical replications” (Walach, 2017, p. 268). Human behavior and cognition is highly variable even in the same human being. Unlike experiments using inanimate objects, experiments that involve active and reactive human beings who are trying to understand what is happening to them never turn out exactly the same way twice (Tart, 1977).



UNDERSTANDING REPLICATION IN STATISTICAL TERMS

Researchers have been trained to believe that recreating a phenomenon in a laboratory setting demonstrates control and mastery over the phenomenon. The more precise and faithful the re-creation of the phenomenon, the more complete the mastery. This has quite magical connotations for the scientist. However, such mastery and control of a phenomenon is rarely, if ever, actually accomplished. As statistician Jessica Utts (2001) put it: “Few human capabilities are perfectly replicable on demand. For instance, even the best hitters in the major baseball leagues cannot hit on demand. Nor can we predict when someone will hit or when they will score a home run. In fact, we cannot even predict whether or not a home run will occur in a particular game. That does not mean that home runs don’t exist” (pp. 112–113). Knowing that an ability or event exists does not mean that every experimental effect can be easily produced on demand in the laboratory. Replicability, understood in its statistical sense, means repeatability demonstrated not over the short run, but over the long run.





Recommendations for Improvement


Doubt among practitioners about the reliability (or reproducibility) of research findings in psychological science have led to a number of improvements in scientific practice that were actually first advanced and implemented in parapsychology (Hövelmann, 2015; Tressoldi & Utts, 2015; Utts & Tressoldi, 2019). One enticement for researchers to collaborate and conduct replication of each others’ work is the “Open Source Data” movement in science (i.e., a repository for research data) that makes research findings available to the scientific community. In addition to opening up prospects for making scientific discoveries that build upon prior and current datasets, Open Source Data offer opportunities to “explore questions not envisioned by the original investigators, enable meta-analyses, identify errors in the research record, protect against data loss, availability of ‘real data’ for student training in statistics” (A. Ryan, 2018, pp. 66–67).

Transpersonal researchers Douglas MacDonald and Harris Friedman (2002) presented a list of six recommendations for improvements in transpersonal assessment and testing “to reach a level of rigor that is at least on par with the quality of science done in mainstream psychology” (p. 122). Recommendations include: (a) use more than one measure, (b) use already existing instruments, (c) use large samples to maximize statistical power, (d) be attentive to confounding, mediating, moderating variables, (e) assess the dependability (replicability) and confirmability (generalizability) of results in other populations and settings, and (f) be conservative in interpretation of results, be transparent in acknowledging strengths and weaknesses of the study, and be imaginative in envisioning next steps of the research. No research study is perfect and while limitations and sources of error can be minimized, they cannot be completely eliminated. They are expected challenges of any assessment process dealing with the extraordinarily rich and multifaceted phenomenon of consciousness at the farther reaches of human nature.






Conclusion


What makes the human science of Transpersonal Psychology different from other subdisciplines in general psychology is not only the great variety of anomalous phenomena it investigates that constitute what William James (1956a [1897]) called the “unclassified residuum”—those “exceptional observations [and] irregular phenomena, which it always proves more easy to ignore than to attend to”—that provide the “great field for new discoveries” that will someday renew and renovate all of psychological science (pp. 299–300). What makes Transpersonal Psychology different from most other scientific disciplines, according to transpersonal researchers Rosemarie Anderson and Les Lancaster (2017), is that “we affirm the sacred mystery at the core of lives and experience and strive to incorporate it into our scholarly work and professional practice” (p. xi). This is a difference that makes a difference, which affords the opportunity of providing valuable answers to many unasked questions in general psychology about humanity’s nature as spiritual creatures.

Another characteristic feature of Transpersonal Psychology as a human science that distinguishes it from other scientific and humanistic disciplines is its focus on the character of the knowledge that transpersonal phenomena provide during expansions of self-consciousness (e.g., Being-cognition, peak-experiences, plateau-experiences, spiritual intelligence, intuition, cosmic consciousness, awakening experiences, nadir experiences). Abraham Maslow, who was a cofounder of both Humanistic Psychology and Transpersonal Psychology, initiated an investigation of many of these experiences and proposed many related concepts and theories that were left undeveloped because of his sudden death in 1970. Some of the greatest developments of the field will likely be made by future enterprising scholars and researchers who put Maslow’s concepts and theories to the test of action and further development.

The call for using existing methods and measures to study transpersonal phenomena is a reasonable one in light of the goal of building a cumulative and coherent knowledge base for the field. Nevertheless, often different and creative research and clinical tools need to be developed that open up new possibilities in the choice of research topics and fresh avenues of investigation that fruitfully advance the knowledge quest in unexpected ways. Exploring the transpersonal potentialities of human knowing, speaking, and creating may demand no less and is an issue addressed in the next chapter.








Chapter 6


Knowing, Speaking, and Creating
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I. Cognition at the Margins of Consciousness

Cognitive psychology is the subdiscipline of psychology that studies human cognition. It includes the study of attention and perception, mental imagery and memory, reasoning and decision-making, language and speaking, intelligence and creativity (Matlin, 2013). Transpersonal Psychology builds upon and broadens the insights and knowledge of cognitive psychology by investigating various ways of knowing that enrich, aid, and support the basic reality of subjective experience in daily life (Hart, Nelson, & Puhakka, 2000). These include reasoning, intuition, and indigenous knowing. They also involve various forms of transpersonal (beyond ego) ways of knowing and expressions of spiritual intelligence, including Being-cognition as can occur in peak-experiences (e.g., innocent cognition and cosmic consciousness) and plateau-experiences, nadir experiences, and epiphanic experiences, and in various alternate states of consciousness. These ways of human knowing fall along a continuum and conceptual distinctions between them are arbitrary and made for purposes of convenience so that they can be discussed separately. They are connected by numberless gradations that pass and are developed into each other.




Reasoning





The Reasoning Mind as a Companion Along the Way


The excellent qualities of the reasoning mind are not to be doubted (Lonergan, 1957). The reasoning mind forms a unique and necessary relationship to the physical environment that makes it an indispensable and effective tool for day-to-day living and for physical survival. We would not have a conscious reasoning mind if we were not meant to use it. The reasoning mind is not to be belittled, ignored, or shoved away in one’s pursuit of knowledge of transcendental realities. Nor is its reasoned knowledge to be held inferior, in opposition to, or dissociated from the comprehensions provided by other, less well-known ways of knowing. The reasoning mind has its own roots deep in the so-called nonrational, non-conscious realms of the human psyche and does not exist detached from the psychic roots that gave it birth or outside the psyche but within it.




The Reasoning Mind Is Not Its Own Source


From the transhumanistic perspective of Aspect Psychology, difficulties arise when the reasoning mind becomes cut off from those roots and other capacities of the conscious mind become shunted aside (Roberts, 1995b). This occurs when inner data that comes from psi, intuition, peak-experiences, or dreams is ignored, overlooked, or denied because it is not considered legitimate information obtained through “official” channels, such as the physical senses. By rejecting such information, the reasoning mind becomes cut off from those spontaneous processes that are its source. It is expected to perform alone, isolated from other portions of the human personality and divorced from resources that could be used for the achievement of its own conscious goals and aims.

The operating personality becomes short-sighted, limited in the practical use of its abilities, which further restricts the scope of information that is potentially available. It forgets that the conscious mind’s powers are far greater than those assigned to rational thought alone, that the analytic power of the reasoning mind is only one of many means for organizing data, and that the intellect’s consciously available information represents only the tip of the iceberg. When the reasoning mind forgets it is not its own source and that it draws its power and energy to act from unconscious sources, then it can begin to feel isolated, paranoid, and alone.




The Reasoning Mind Does Not Have to Go It Alone


There are other sources of information that are available to the conscious mind than found through the intellect by itself—other ways of knowing that can expand the conscious mind’s scope of awareness, if the personal ego is flexible enough to recognize, acknowledge, and accept them (Hart, Nelson, & Puhakka, 2000). Imagination, for instance, is an important ally of the reasoning mind (Brann, 1991). Effective decision-making involves a series of acts of imagination as probable courses of action are envisioned, possible consequences imagined and emotionally weighed, and judgments made based on a limited amount of current information at any given time. The ways of knowing of the whole person are far greater than those assigned to the physical senses and reasoning mind alone, and once recognized and acknowledged can begin to add their richness, fulfillment, and vitality to the daily life of the human knower.






Intuition





Intuition as Cognition


Intuition is a way of knowing that is familiar to most everyone in everyday life (Vaughan, 1979b). It is a way of knowing that has a distinguished intellectual history in both the humanities and the sciences (Sadler-Smith, 2008; M. Sinclair, 2014). Transpersonal scholar and psychotherapist Frances (Vaughan) Clark was one of the first transpersonal scholars to examine intuition in detail as a way of transpersonal knowing. According to Clark (1973), intuitive experiences include a wide range of nonordinary states of awareness, including



mystical apprehension of absolute truth, insight into the nature of reality, unitive consciousness, artistic inspiration, scientific discovery and invention, creative problem solving, perception of patterns and possibilities, extrasensory perception, clairvoyance, telepathy, precognition, retrocognition, feelings of attraction and aversion, picking up ‘vibes,’ knowing or perceiving through the body rather than the rational mind, hunches and premonitions.

(p. 156)



Intuitive flashes are typically transient, spontaneous, and creative. Intuition has been a challenge to study experimentally because it is not easy to operationally define in laboratory settings and intuitive flashes are difficult to control or predict (F. Clark, 1973).

An additional challenge to its study is that the reasoning mind, with its conditioned reliance upon sensory information for its deductions and inferences, finds the trans-rational manner in which intuition operates difficult to understand. Intuition is generally considered to be outside the province of reason, at least in its initial stages, although the content of intuitive insight can be subjected to reason’s critical and analytical evaluation subsequent to its emergence. Intuitive comprehension is more closely related to feeling than to reasoning, to subliminal perception and perceptual inference than the result of a deliberate, effortful, and linear logical reasoning process (Root-Bernstein & Root-Bernstein, 1999, pp. 1–13). Intuitions, like all forms of human knowing that are filtered through the personal subconscious before they reach conscious awareness, can be partial, flawed, and distorted and it is often necessary to subject them to critical reflection, the test of action, and further development (D. Myers, 2004).




Intuition as a Practical Skill


Paul Grof and William Kautz of the Center for Applied Intuition (CAI) in San Francisco (CA) defined intuition as “an innate human capacity for acquiring information, knowledge and understanding apart from reasoning, sensory perception or even memory in its usual sense” (P. Grof & Kautz, 2010, p. 177). Grof and Kautz suggest that therapists and physicians can draw upon their intuitive function to obtain new insights regarding clients’ presenting problems and possible therapeutic interventions, especially if the capacity is “trained and developed into a refined skill through deliberate desire and effort to do so” (p. 172). Frances Clark (1973) discussed how “quieting the mind” and “turning off the preprogrammed videotapes which occupy our attention most of the time” are two ways of preparing the mind that makes the emergence of intuitive flashes more likely (p. 160). “Intuition may [then] become accessible to consciousness through visual imagery, auditory imagery and kinesthetic responses as well as vague undifferentiated feelings usually referred to as hunches” (Clark, 1973, p. 160).

Despite its nonrational character, the practical value and significance of nonrational processes, such as imagination and intuition, in scientific thought and discovery is well-documented (Koestler, 1967b; A. Miller, 1989). Scientists often report relying upon intuition in the course of their inventions and discoveries (Monsay, 1997). “True intuition does not contradict reason,” Frances Clark (1973) stated, “but goes far beyond it” (p. 163).






Indigenous Knowing



The emergence of the cross-cultural movement in modern psychology has given rise to the realization that any group of people with historical ties to a particular geographical region can develop their own cultural uniqueness and their own psychology (Allwood, 2011; Kim & Berry, 1993). Sangeetha Menon (2005) presented an overview of Indian Psychology and discussed how the underlying metaphysical commitments of Indian Psychology have shaped its ideas about the nature of self-transformation and spiritual experiences. Transpersonal Psychology has played its part in continuing to illuminate the remarkable ego-transcendent and ego-transformation possibilities of such indigenous ways of knowing.

The models of healing that guide a person’s movement through a physical illness and psychological crisis vary from culture to culture and reflect different indigenous ways of knowing (Sisemore & Knabb, 2020). Indigenous knowledge refers to the ways of knowing that are native or naturally occurring to people who live in a particular location or environment. According to transpersonal scholars and psychotherapists Zana Marovic and Mazvita Machinga (2017), “indigenous knowledge facilitates an understanding of people in their cultural context, includes spirituality and nonordinary states of consciousness, and opens the door to the development of wide compassion toward other cultures, which instigates a path towards psychology that is universally applicable” (p. 31; see also Ho, 1995).


THE ABORIGINAL SNG’OI OF MALAYSIA

Psychologist and educator Robert Wolff (2001) was raised among the indigenous people of Indonesia and described his experiences living among the aboriginal Sng’oi of Malaysia. This pre-industrial, pre-agricultural people live in a world that not only lacks the technology of cell phones and television, clocks and cars of a modern society, but also the competition, worry and hurry-sickness that has come to characterize Western society. Wolff’s poignant descriptions of Sng’oi way of life discloses the depth of the modern West’s alienation from such indigenous ways of knowing self, body, others, world, and time. Without idealizing their way of life, Wolff reveals the mistakes of trying to impose monophasic Western values on a polyphasic culture. In their missionary zeal to convert the world to its science and Western medicine, monophasic cultures of the West have eradicated much indigenous wisdom in their denigration of other, older ways of learning and of healing.



THE WRITINGS OF SAMOAN TUI ATUA

A second example of indigenous knowing is found in Samoan Papalii Avegalio’s (2009) description of his personal journey in reaffirming his Samoan cultural heritage after encountering the writings of Tui Atua (1995). Sacred stories such as Avegalio’s are an indication of how seemingly opposed worldviews and values can indeed find common ground where one truth does not cancel out another and the whole is never mistaken for its parts.



SHAMANIC KNOWLEDGE OF SOUTH AFRICA

A third example of indigenous knowing is found in traditional African cultures. There are significant differences between African polyphasic and Western monophasic cultures in their slant of thinking (African intuitive-holistic vs. Western analytic-segmented), mode of learning (African story telling-observation vs. Western academic/experimental), and approach to knowledge (African subjective-spiritual vs. Western objective-reductionist) (Marovic & Machinga, 2017, Table 1, p. 37). Indigenous African knowledge views time as cyclic, not linear. Its principle beliefs are primarily nature-centered, not human-centered. Its classification system of order and development is chiefly ecological and interconnected, not hierarchical.

Zana Marovic and Mzvita Machinga (2017) identify “transpersonal aspects of African shamanic knowledge [that] have relevance for transpersonal psychology and [that] should be explored” (p. 38). African shamanic knowledge, like other kinds of transpersonal knowledge, honors the human experience of expanded self-consciousness that encompasses wider aspects of life, mind, and consciousness. Such experiences are recognized as providing legitimate knowledge of Being that is self-validating. Like other forms of transpersonal knowing, African shamanism views the self holistically as a bodymind in spiritual relationship with other people, with the natural world, and with all animals.





Monophasic and Polyphasic Indigenous Ways of Knowing


Transpersonal anthropologists Charles Laughlin, John McManus, and Jon Shearer (1993) distinguish traditional and nontraditional cultures in terms of the degree to which they facilitate or inhibit access to ways of knowing that involve alternate states of consciousness. Monophasic cultures “confine experience and knowledge to a narrow range of phenomenological [i.e., experiential] phases” such as normal waking consciousness which tends to be viewed as the best or optimal form of awareness to obtain knowledge (p. 190). Polyphasic cultures, on the other hand, “operate upon multiple realities, experienced directly by some or all group members through polyphasic consciousness [and] the integration of experiences derived from two or more alternative phases (e.g., integration of waking, meditative, and dream consciousness in Tibetan tantrism)” (pp. 190–191).

The indigenous healing procedures of polyphasic African cultures, for instance, focus on understanding the spiritual causes of the illness and approach healing through the use of intuition and involvement of the tribal community. The Western monophasic approach to healing is primarily rational and involves procedures that are usually private, invasive, and often secretive (Marovic & Machinga, 2017). Stanislav Grof has written extensively about the healing potential of nonordinary states of consciousness (e.g., Grof, 1996). Transpersonal medicine advocates an integrative approach in which the indigenous intuitional realizations of polyphasic cultures are brought together with the indigenous rational comprehensions of monophasic cultures in a coordinated way to produce the kind of knowing that embraces both (Lawlis, 2013).





II. Transpersonal Ways of Knowing

For discussion purposes, transpersonal ways of knowing is an umbrella term that covers various expressions of what can be termed “spiritual intelligence.” The cognition of Being (Being-cognition) manifested in peak-experiences (e.g., innocent cognition, cosmic consciousness) and the plateau-experiences of Maslow’s post-mortem life, nadir experiences, and epiphanic experiences, and some alternate states of consciousness can be considered instances of transpersonal ways of knowing.




Spiritual Intelligence





Defining Spiritual Intelligence


There are many different types of human intelligence (Gardner, 1999; Sternberg, 1985). One kind of intelligence of interest to transpersonal psychologists is “spiritual intelligence” (Emmons, 2000a; Noble, 2000; Ronel, 2008; Sisk & Torrance, 2001). Spiritual intelligence represents a kind of knowing that integrates conscious and subconscious channels of awareness, reason and intuition, emotional realizations, and capacity for self-transcendence. For purposes of discussion, spiritual intelligence is given expression in what Abraham Maslow (1971, p. 252) called “Being-cognition” or knowledge of being that accompanies peak-experiences, plateau-experiences, nadir experiences, epiphanic experiences, and some alternate states of consciousness. Many of the attributes of spiritual intelligence—faith, humility, forgiveness, gratitude, moral conduct, love, ego strength and flexibility, and ability to regulate emotions—develop over time, involve all levels of the personality, and are biologically pertinent to the health of body and mind (Vaughan, 2002). Spiritual intelligence often involves some form of disciplined, spiritual practice for transforming one’s awareness with the aim of maintaining ego-transformative processes in one’s daily life over the course of a lifetime.




Measuring Spiritual Intelligence


There is considerable debate about the nature of spiritual intelligence. Is it a general factor or a set of separate abilities? Is it an autonomous form of intelligence separate from verbal, logical-mathematical, emotional, and social intelligence? (For a discussion of this controversy, see Emmons, 2000b; Gardner, 2000; Hunt, 2016; J. Mayer, 2000; Zohar & Marshall, 2000). The difficulties in conceptually defining the concept of spiritual intelligence has not prevented researchers from operationalizing it in the form of various psychometric self-report instruments (e.g., Scale for Spiritual Intelligence (SSI), Kumar & Mehta, 2011; Spiritual Intelligence Assessment (SQ21), Wigglesworth, 2014; Spiritual Intelligence Self-Report Inventory (SISRI-24), King & DeCicco, 2009). How the construct of spiritual intelligence is operationalized will differ depending on what theory of spiritual intelligence is adopted. According to cognitive neuroscientist William Uttal (2001), “how we measure in large part determined what we measure—or, perhaps, more precisely, what we think we are measuring” (p. 91).






Being-Cognition



The capacity for Being-Cognition (B-cognition or the cognition of Being) is arguably one expression of spiritual intelligence. Abraham Maslow (1970 [1954]), co-founder of Humanistic Psychology and Transpersonal Psychology, proposed that cognition in the ordinary waking state of consciousness is typically energized and directed by deficiency needs (i.e., physiological, safety, belongingness, self-esteem, and the desire to know and understand). Maslow called this need-based way of knowing Deficiency-cognition (or D-cognition). Being-cognition, on the other hand, is not motivated to satisfy ego-directed deficiency needs. It is motivated instead to satisfy the values of Being (or Being-Values)—for example, truth, beauty, goodness, honesty, wholeness, aliveness, justice, order, playfulness, and self-sufficiency (Maslow, 1968, pp. 71–131, 1971, pp. 251–266).



Distinguishing D-Cognition and B-Cognition


To clarify the distinction between D-cognition and B-cognition, consider how a cow might be perceived under these two ways of knowing. D-cognition of the cow would tend to perceive the cow as an object, like any other object such as a rock, a star, or a table. It would construe the cow as a member of the class of animals called mammals, that can be slaughtered and consumed as foodstuff, and used to alleviate the nutritional deficiency experienced as hunger. B-cognition, on the other hand, would tend to perceive that same cow as an individual living being unlike any other cow in the universe, a creature who is a subject-of-a-life whose existence is intrinsically valid and meaningful to itself, quite apart from any use to which she or he might be put by a human being. Through B-cognition you would know this particular cow in its being. B-cognition is cognition of being, fullness, and presence, not a cognition of non-being, deficiency, or lack. B-cognition does not seek to get anything out of, or do anything to, the thing that it knows. Being-cognition views each individual being not as an object, but as a unity-identity-whole from which nothing is missing and to which nothing needs to be added. One kind of cognition is not better than another—just different. Both kinds of cognition—deficiency-cognition and being-cognition—are important for the survival of the organism and to the overall value-fulfillment of the individual and the species.






Peak-Experience



Abraham Maslow is famous for his studies of peak-experiences—defined as “an ordinarily brief and transient moment of bliss, rapture, ecstasy, great happiness, or joy [in which] we usually feel such emotions as awe, reverence, and wonder, more alive, integrated, ‘here and now,’ and yet in touch with the transcendent and the sacred” (Hoffman, 1996, p. 206). In his original interview study of 190 college freshmen, Maslow (1968) used the following verbal prompt to elicit recall of such an experience:



I would like you to think of the most wonderful experience or experiences of your life; happiest moments, ecstatic moments, moments of rapture, perhaps from being in love, or from listening to music or suddenly ‘being hit’ by a book or a painting, or from some great creative moment. First list these. And then try to tell me how you feel in such acute moments, how you feel differently from the way you feel at other times, how you are at the moment a different person in some ways.

(p. 71)




Maslow’s studies of peak-experiences disclosed “two different kinds of peak experiences and two different kinds of B-cognition (B for Being)” (Maslow, 1971, p. 253). One can be called “innocent cognition” and the other can be called “cosmic consciousness.” In the peak-experience, the self is experienced, understood, and known “either as the whole of the world with everything else being excluded, or else is being seen as symbolic of the whole world” (p. 254).

Each kind of peak-experience is a perception of the “suchness” of things or what Zen Buddhists call an “intuitive looking into the nature of things” that occurs in the state of enlightenment (satori). In Maslow’s (1971) terminology, there is, in both, a fusion of the Being-realm and the Deficiency-realm, a fusion of value and fact, a fusion of the transcendent and the immanent, the whole and the part, the eternal and the temporal. Abraham Maslow concluded that the two kinds of peak-experiences are legitimate phenomena and provide a valid knowledge of Being by virtue of “the intrinsic validity of the enlarging of consciousness, i.e., of a wider range of experiencing,” and the realization that “the knowledge revealed was there all the time, ready to be perceived, if only the perceiver were ‘up to it,’ ready for it” (Maslow, 1964, p. 80).





Innocent Cognition



One kind of peak-experience involves a form of Being-cognition in which there is a contraction of awareness and experience that Maslow called “innocent cognition” (Maslow, 1971, pp. 251–259). Innocent cognition resembles the narrowing of attention that is characteristic of the “flow experience” described by Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1990). This is not an expansion of self-consciousness but a narrowing of awareness and focused concentration and absorption upon a particular perception of such an intensity that “the rest of the world is totally forgotten and in which the ego itself is also totally forgotten… so much forgotten that there is a felt transcendence, or at least self-consciousness is lost, or the self is gone, the world is gone, which means the percept becomes the whole of the cosmos” (Maslow, 1971, p. 253).






Cosmic Consciousness



Another kind of peak-experience involves a form of Being-cognition in which there is an expansion of awareness and experience and a felt sense of self-transcendence such that “the whole of the cosmos is perceived and everything in it is seen in relation with everything else, including the perceiver” (Maslow, 1971, pp. 252–253). It resembles, in certain respects, the experience recounted by Richard Maurice Bucke (1969 [1901]) called cosmic consciousness—“a consciousness of the cosmos, that is, of the life and order of the universe” (p. 3). Transpersonal historian Mark Ryan (2018, pp. 13–29) gives Richard Bucke’s experience of cosmic consciousness a central place in contemporary Transpersonal Psychology.

Richard Maurice Bucke, MD (b. 1837–d.1902) was a 19th-century Canadian physician, who had an experience of what he called “cosmic consciousness” when he was 35 years old. Twenty years later in 1901, Bucke wrote about his experience in the classic book Cosmic Consciousness: A Study in the Evolution of the Human Mind (Bucke, 1969 [1901]). Writing about the phenomenon from a third-person point of view, Bucke identified the following qualities of his experience of cosmic consciousness—a subjective light, a moral elevation, a sense of immortality, a loss of fear of death, a loss of the sense of sin, and a sudden instantaneous quality of awakening. It also carried with it an intellectual illumination that included “a clear conception (vision) in outline of the meaning and drift of the universe” (p. 73). It was a type of revelation that carried Bucke’s comprehending ego beyond simple belief to a certain knowledge that the universe is not made up of dead, inert matter but is, in truth, “a living presence.” Bucke did not believe but knew that “the foundation principle of the world is what we call love, and that the happiness of every individual is in the long run absolutely certain” (p. 74). Here we have a subjective experience becoming the basis for an objective knowledge claim regarding the meaning and significance of the universe.

Using his own experience as a basis for comparison, Bucke identified other people who had a similar experience throughout history. These included religious figures such as Moses, Isaiah, Gautama the Buddha, Mohammed, Jesus of Nazareth, and Paul of Tarsus; philosophers Socrates, Plotinus, and Baruch Spinoza; literary figures Dante Alighieri, William Blake, and Walt Whitman; scientist Francis Bacon; mathematician Blaise Pascal; and mystic Emanuel Swedenborg. Educator and author Robert May (1991) identified ten contemporary examples of cosmic consciousness that included transpersonal psychologist Jean Houston, mystic Bernadette Roberts, New Age writer David Spangler, spiritual adept Da Free John, guru Swami Muktananda, and Jungian analyst Robert Johnson. May (1991) traced the development of Western spiritual psychology back to Bucke’s 1901 classic study of cosmic consciousness and proposed that Transpersonal Psychology is a transitional paradigm and forerunner of what he calls “sacred psychology”—the next step in the future evolution of human spiritual and psychological evolution.





Plateau-Experience and Maslow’s Post-Mortem Life



Abraham Maslow referred to the 19 months between his two heart attacks as his “postmortem life.” It was a time during which Maslow confronted his own mortality and the concept of the plateau-experience emerged to predominate much of his later thinking. According to Maslow, the plateau-experience is a type of unitive consciousness that involves “the simultaneous perception of the sacred and the ordinary, or the miraculous and the ordinary” (Krippner, 1972a, p. 113). Rather than an intense, transitory, and emotional experience like the peak-experience, the plateau-experience is subdued and serene, relatively stable and permanent, and fundamentally a cognitive conviction that one is experiencing something real. In Maslow’s words, “the plateau is a witnessing of reality. A witnessing of something that’s there rather than something you produce yourself.… Not the standard description of the acute mystical experience, but the way in which the world looks if the mystical experience really takes” (pp. 115–116).

Holistic counselor and author, Nicole Gruel (2015) provided a comprehensive overview of the origins of Abraham Maslow’s concept of the plateau-experience, its characteristics, and its potential for pointing out promising new areas of research for the field. Tragically, Abraham Maslow died on June 8, 1970, at the age of 62 before his concept of the plateau-experience could be further developed and it remains understudied and an important topic for future research (Buckler, 2011; Cleary & Shapiro, 1995; Heitzman, 2004). The construct and the experience to which it refers is important because it represents what transpersonal researchers Suzanne Hamel, Gilbert Leclerc, and Richard Lefrançois (2003) refer to as transcendent actualization—“a developmental process whereby individuals (the I) commit themselves to living in harmony with their Inner Being (the Self)” (p. 5).

One fundamental insight of Maslow’s post-mortem life is that experience of the sacred (as an attribute of the plateau-experience) is not the sole property or function of spiritual or religious experience that occurs in a church, mosque, or synagogue. The experience of the sacred occurs in ordinary everyday life, at work and at home, in encounters with one’s friends and neighbors, in interactions with one’s spouse and children. In practical terms, living a “post-mortem life” means that you do not focus on your lacks or deficiencies, but recognize and acknowledge the abilities, talents, and blessings that you do have with which other people are not so blessed. It means that you accept your own life on its own terms and that you do not make demands or place conditions upon it. Concentrating on what you do not have saps your energy and dulls your intuitions and your intellect. As transhumanistic Aspect Psychology put it, “You must live in the faith that your purpose is being fulfilled and will be fulfilled. You must live in the faith that you have such a meaning and purpose, or you would not be here” (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 9, p. 94).





Nadir Experiences



Abraham Maslow recognized that “the kind of (putative) knowledge gained in peak-experiences can also be obtained from desolation experiences” (Maslow, 1964, p. 74). Maslow stated that “B-cognition (B for Being) always comes when one has a peak experience, it may come without a peak experience, and it may come even from a tragic experience” (Maslow, 1971, p. 252). What this means is that the knowledge of Being (B-knowledge) that occurs in peak-experiences of innocent cognition and cosmic consciousness and in “spiritual” awakenings and epiphanies do not only occur in moments of high spirits, health, happiness, and bliss. Such insights can occur in experiences of extremely low spirits, illness, sadness, and deep emotional trauma. Even the worst of experiences, in other words, can offer the potential and the opportunity for personal growth and transformation (S. Joseph, 2011; Stagg, 2014; Tedeschi, Calhoun, & Cann, 2007).





Epiphanic Experiences



Transpersonal scholar Matthew McDonald (2008) described experiences that bring self-validating knowledge about the nature of self-identity so profound that it brings life-changing transformation. These “epiphanic” experiences can be defined as “momentary experiences of transcendence that are enduring and distinct from other types of developmental change and transformation” (McDonald, 2008, p. 90). Although these sorts of experiences may sound rare and quite esoteric, they occur more frequently than one might imagine (Ballard, 2011; Miller & C’de Baca, 2001).

As sometimes occurs in spontaneous “awakening” experiences (Taylor, 2012) and nadir experiences (Stagg, 2014), inner turmoil can serve as a trigger for epiphanic experiences and the subsequent transpersonal (beyond ego) cognitions that emerge. Epiphanic-like experiences, for instance, can be preceded by prolonged episodes of depression and feelings of alienation, anger, despair, loneliness, guilt, and remorse. The epiphanic experience may subsequently illuminate elements of self-identity that were previously overlooked or denied. The insights that occur during such experiences are often judged to be profound, important, and significant because of what they imply about the nature of being. As a form of bibliotherapy, reading about the epiphanic and spiritual awakenings of others can be inspiring (e.g., Ballard, 2011).





An Alternate State of Consciousness Interpretation of Transpersonal Ways of Knowing



From the transhumanistic perspective of Aspect Psychology, alternate states of consciousness (ASCs)—including possession trance states, sleep and dreaming, psychedelic drug states, deep hypnosis, and profound meditative states—represent different modes of knowing and other ways of receiving, interpreting, and organizing information that give access to knowledge of different reality fields other than the physical one that is not ordinarily available to the personal ego in normal waking consciousness (NWC). Different states of consciousness, on this view, would reflect different modes of knowing organized in different fashions that serve as its own kind of container which gives shape to the information it receives, holds, and conveys.

Different alternate states of consciousness would provide the person access to these different systems of knowledge with their corresponding alternate organizations of emotionally related associations and patterns of experience—something analogous to the waking knowledge of art, music, philosophy, science, math, agriculture, and so forth. One ASC is not a better mode of knowing than another (e.g., waking consciousness is not better than dreaming consciousness), simply a different method of organizing experience and of comprehending the alternate realities that it perceives. The epistemic content disclosed in each state of consciousness would be just as valid, legitimate, and significant as the epistemic content disclosed in physically tuned normal waking, verbal, linear consciousness, but at a different level.

In line with the transmission theory of cerebral action proposed by William James (1956b [1898]), the brain would be construed to be a type of “receiving station” capable of focusing, filtering, and tuning into different frequencies of events. When the individual puts aside accepted sensory-based modes of perception and enters into an ASC, the person tunes to another frequency of the spectrum of consciousness and arguably opens himself or herself to different systems or dimensions of reality that offer different epistemic content and bodies of knowledge that are ordinarily psychologically invisible in NWC.

The sensations, images, emotions, and ideas that arise in a nonordinary ASC (e.g., dreaming, hypnotism, psychedelics, religious trance) often appear distorted, strange, bizarre, chaotic, and irrational to the temporally linear, verbally structured perception of NWC. One reason why such experiences may appear unintelligible to the personal ego in NWC is that these alternate modes of perception arise from another frame of reference where different rules apply and different associative processes operate. The individual, trying to make sense of such experiences, will typically dress the experience in sensory form, squeeze it into the familiar patterns of NWC with its ordered time sequences, cause-and-effect logic, and stereotypical cultural ideas so that it takes on a recognizable shape that the verbally structured thought of the comprehending ego can recognize, accept, and understand. This distortion is necessary if the event is to be perceived, understood, or communicated at all to the conscious personality.

The prolonged Marian apparitions at Medjugorje in the former Yugoslavia illustrates how this translation process may operate, with all of the inevitable yet meaningful distortions that occur, as the knowledge accessed in one state of consciousness becomes transduced into terms of another (Cunningham, 2011a, pp. 86–88). One task of the transpersonal cognitive psychologist is to investigate the mechanics of consciousness at work in such transduction processes. Another task, more clinical in nature, is to help individuals learn how to be curious, flexible, and open-minded enough to extend their scope of awareness so that they can become intellectually aware of the intuitive comprehensions and emotional realizations available in such different modes of transpersonal knowing.




III. Transpersonal Ways of Speaking

Language is another path to transpersonal knowing. As linguist Georges Gusdorf (1965 [1953]) put it, “Language is the being of man carried to self-awareness—the overture to transcendence” (p. 10).




Languages of Transpersonal Knowing





The Language of Inward Things


While ordinary ways of speaking may suffice for communicating experience of exterior objects and events in the physical world, the “language of outward things” (William James’s phrase) will usually not suffice for communicating experience of interior transpersonal (beyond ego), transcendent realities. Attempts to conceptually capture such experiences in verbal structures constrained by sensory terms and linear logic must always be approximate. A new language is required—the language of inward things; that is, the language of poetry and image, metaphor and symbol, myth and parables.

When speaking about the epistemic content of Being-cognition in peak-experiences, plateau-experiences, nadir and epiphanic experiences, innocent cognition and cosmic consciousness, a less literal language is required. The problem is that the more precisely a word is defined or an experience is operationalized, the less meaning it can contain because it rules out everything that is not contained in the operational definition. Poet Jane Roberts (1975a) observed that poetry, “like dreams, deals with another kind of spiritual or psychic logic that builds upon inner associations and defies our ideas of time and cause and effect. Its truth comes from a different level of consciousness that demands a more multidimensional method of expression” (p. vi.). The language of poetry, like the language of dreams and mythology, offers that multidimensional method of expression that better serves “as a transport vehicle towards the transcendent or invisible realms of being” (Slattery, 2005, p. 29).

Scholar Ralph Metzner (1986) identified a number of evocative metaphors and symbols of ego-transformative processes—for example, from dream to awakening, from captivity to liberation, from darkness to light, from fragmentation to wholeness—that occur in the writings of major cultures and sacred traditions throughout the world that can be used for similar communicative purposes. Metaphors offer a semantic framework that gives access to the meaning of difficult-to-conceptualize transpersonal experiences and notions of the transcendent in a familiar way that is understandable to most people. This is one reason why Jesus used parables to communicate his original spiritual insights to disciples who may have been unfamiliar with those ideas.




Language of the Body


The transpersonal and transcendent also speaks through the language of the body. The body is a physical symbol of who and what we are. The spirit speaks with a physical voice and the body is a corporeal creation of the spirit. Psychotherapist Eugene Gendlin (1981, 1996) described how a transformation in personality structure can be heralded by a shift in the “felt-sense” of the body, not just the mind. The felt-sense of the body signals a new significance in the way that the person experiences themselves and their life situation. John Welwood (1996) noted that once a person has learned how to attend and respond to such bodily feelings in a reflective way, then one is in a better position to integrate the contemplative practice of “letting-be” and nondual awareness that is developed in meditation into daily life.




Language of the Unconscious


The transpersonal and transcendent also speaks through the language of the unconscious. Consciousness research has disclosed the existence of multiple streams of awareness and centers of consciousness beneath the surface of ordinary waking consciousness (Crabtree, 2007; Hilgard, 1986). Dynamic psychiatry has found that keeping channels open between the conscious and subconscious portions of the whole self is essential for physical health and psychological wellbeing (Beahrs, 1982). Establishing an intimate working relationship with one’s own personal subconscious and learning the meaning of its symbolic “language” can be of great value.

From the perspective of Psychosynthesis (Assagioli, 1965), such a relationship can strengthen the personal ego and allow for a greater flow of energy from the transpersonal Self. When such two-way communication occurs, the personal ego is to some extent changed and adds its energies to other aspects of the personality (LeCron, 1964). By acquiring facility in such bi-directional communication—for example, through Jungian active imagination, lucid dreaming, meditation, Inner Voice Dialogue, self-hypnotism, the Cheveral pendulum—the efficiency of communication between conscious and subconscious portions of the personality can improve and one’s awareness of what lies at the margins of normal waking consciousness can expand.






Cultivating Communication With the Transpersonal





The Continuum of Dissociation


One way to acquire facility in such bi-directional communication is by understanding something about the characteristics of awareness as it operates in certain stages of dissociation. “Dissociation” is not an esoteric state, but a relatively common form of personality functioning in daily life. Many people have had the experience of “driving on autopilot” or displaying calmness in speech and behavior while being criticized. These are typical, ordinary occurrences of dissociation in everyday life.

Dissociation forms a continuum of awareness that ranges from the pathological through the normal to the exceptional and transpersonal (Krippner, 1997b; White, 1997a). Nonpathological dissociation can involve either the narrowing or expansion of awareness such that significant elements of one’s experience are either excluded from or included into awareness (Cardeña, 1997). Dissociation may involve a flexible, expansive detachment from the worries and concerns of the personal ego with daily matters. Such forms of dissociation involve a “letting go and letting be” kind of attitude, the lowering of one’s habitual defenses and inhibitions and an “opening up” to other sources of influence, by directing the focus of attention inward, rather than outward. The rule here is merely a change of focus.

States of dissociation may be actively sought using a variety of techniques such as fervent praying, ritualized behavior, sensory deprivation, fasting, marathon running, strenuous physical exercise, meditation, creative visualization, breathing techniques, Hatha yoga, drumming and chanting, and even dancing (Edge, 2001). Daily exercise, vacation trips to unfamiliar places, a brisk walk in nature, riding a motorcycle, engaging in hobbies such as model making, and reading an enjoyable novel can all initiate a very practical and beneficial state of dissociation that disrupts habitual associations and patterns of conditioned response, opens channels of communication between the subconscious and conscious, and adds renewed energy to the waking personality.




Transcendent Inner Voices


Sometimes communication between the conscious “I” and subconscious portions of the personality may occur through the spontaneous expression of what transpersonal scholar Mitchell Liester (1996) called “transcendent inner voices.” According to Liester, “for at least two thousand years, inner voices have been valued as a source of creative inspiration, divine guidance, and intuitive knowledge” (p. 2). Socrates heard an inner voice he called his daimon that would advise him (Myers, 1889). Carl Jung (1963, p. 183) had his vision figure that he named Philemon. There is often more than one voice that takes on a variety of guises as Jung’s own inner voices did. Transcendent inner voices characteristically occur in the absence of organic and functional pathology and can be distinguished from its pathological form on the basis of several characteristics outlined by Liester (1996).

According to Mitchell Liester (1996), “The cultivation of transcendent inner voices requires two conditions: (1) receptive awareness and (2) inner silence” (p. 23). The cultivation of transcendent inner voices involves something resembling training in meditation where conscious thinking is put in the “neutral” or “idle” mode. One becomes receptively open to what appears to conscious awareness. Silence prevails as you re-focus the direction of your attention away from the physical world by the simple act of closing your eyes. Thought is slowed down and the mental chatter quieted. In quietness, using your inner senses, you begin to hear that “still, small voice within.” The cultivation of transcendent inner voices requires a personality that is intelligent and well balanced, capable of allowing the necessary flexibility, spontaneity, and inner freedom for such communication to take place. Many people during a peak experience, for example, report having what may be called “inner voice” experiences.




Channeling


Sometimes the epistemic content conveyed via a dissociated state of consciousness is given expression in a phenomenon called automatic speaking or automatic writing. In the phenomenon known as “channeling,” the person goes into a dissociated state and conveys messages from what is perceived to be an ostensible ‘Other’ (Hastings, 1991).

Channeling is a phenomenon that occurs across all cultures and has played an important role in the development of human civilizations (Hastings, 1991). The Oracles at Delphi in Greece, for instance, were channelers. Channeling arguably played a role in virtually every spiritual tradition (Judeo-Christian, Islam, and Buddhism) and in the production of most religious texts of the world’s major religions. It purportedly presents information about the nature of basic reality as it exists (trans) beyond the personal ego and “outside” of (within or behind) three-dimensional material reality. It offers a provocative demonstration of personality action and is one of the “speaking” forms that transpersonal communication can take between the conscious personality and realms of the human unconscious. According to professor of education and psychology Jon Klimo (1987), “channeling should be treated as an expanded type of information-processing capacity potentially available to us all” (p. 342).

Channeling can occur as an Inner Voice (Heery, 1989). It can occur via a possession trance (Roberts, 1970). It can occur via the Ouija board (Klimo, 1987). At some indescribable point, a certain state of dissociation is achieved, and the psyche opens up into levels of being, reality, experience, or understanding usually unavailable to ego-directed awareness with associated brain-wave changes (Hughes & Melville, 1990). Because most people have been taught to mistrust themselves, revelational material must then erupt as if it came from an outside source, if it is to be accepted or even perceived at all. It may personify itself in order to get its message across, dramatizing itself through the creativity of the percipient’s beliefs and personality.

Channeling is sometimes confused with a dissociative identity disorder known as multiple personality disorder (MPD). Research suggests that channeling and MPD are two very different phenomenon, which fall along a continuum of dissociative processes. In one study, Dureen Hughes (1992) compared channelers with individuals previously diagnosed with multiple personality disorder (MPD). Compared with individuals diagnosed with MPD, trance channelers reported a higher number of supernatural experiences, the attainment of a spiritual connection to something larger than themselves, and considered their experiences as an activity that promoted personal growth and development. Trance channelers also demonstrated more complete control over the “switching process” from one personality to another. Individuals with MPD exhibit a number of secondary schizophrenic-like symptoms (e.g., saying or doing things one cannot remember, missing periods of time, “coming to” in an unfamiliar place, amnesia for large parts of childhood, auditory hallucinations, speaking of oneself in the first-person plural, and feeling there is another person inside of one’s body). These associated features of MPD were largely absent in trance channelers.

Some transpersonalists may view the study of mediumistic phenomena as outside the scope of Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field. The phenomenon of channeling is an important topic of study in Transpersonal Psychology and deserves further research. Roxburgh and Roe (2013) argued that “mediumship is a legitimate focus for transpersonal research as findings have identified a set of experiences that are interpreted by mediums in terms of an expanded view of the nature of reality and identity” (p. 38).




The Psyche Speaks—Transhumanistic Aspect Psychology


A major assumption of the transpersonal orientation is that human beings have impulses toward transcendental realities and states of awareness (Sutich, 1972). The fact that such an impulse exists and that its object is not illusory is illustrated in the possession trance mediumship of Jane Roberts. Jane Roberts channeled dictated material collectively known as The Seth Materials that forms the theoretical foundation for what was later to be called Aspect Psychology (Roberts, 1975b, 1976, 1997–2002, 2003–2006. Over the 21-year period of Roberts’s possession trance mediumship, ten books were dictated by “Seth,” the channeled entity who spoke through Jane Roberts (1972, 1974, 1977–1979, 1979, 1981, 1986b, 1995b, 1997). Roberts also received “world view” material from survival personalities who claimed to be Paul Cezanne (Roberts, 1977), William James (Roberts, 1978), and Rembrandt (Roberts, 2006) while in an alternate state of consciousness.

The transhumanistic Aspect Psychology of Jane Roberts arguably offers general psychology a provocative demonstration of personality action as it operates beyond the margins of normal waking consciousness and at the farther reaches of human nature (Cunningham, 2012, 2019c). The Seth/Jane Roberts possession-trance persona stated, “Jane Roberts’s experience to some extent hints at the multidimensional nature of the human psyche and gives clues as to the abilities that lie within each individual. These are part of your racial heritage” (Roberts, 1977–1979, Vol. 1, p. 22). Logically, either Seth is or is not a subconscious production of Jane Roberts’s own psyche. On either hypothesis, as Dr. Walter Prince (1929) concluded in his landmark study of the similar Patience Worth phenomena of 1913–1938, “Either our concept of what we call the subconscious mind must be radically altered to include potencies of which we hitherto have had no knowledge, or some cause operating through, but not originating in, the subconscious mind must be acknowledged” (p. 509). Aspect Psychology offers its own kind of evidence for “the ontological integrity of spiritual referents and the plausibility of subtle dimensions of reality” (Ferrer, 2014, p. 174) and as such deserves further study by transpersonal researchers.





III. Transpersonal Ways of Creating

Creativity is a transpersonal concern because when one is investigating exceptional human experiences and human transformative capacities one is dealing with the very nature of creativity itself. Willis Harman and Howard Rheinhold’s (1984) book, Higher Creativity: Liberating the Unconscious for Breakthrough Insights, offered evocative contemporary and historical accounts of creative breakthroughs in business, science, and the arts that have profoundly shaped the course of human history. They also present practical techniques for tapping into what they refer to as unconscious resources of the “hidden inner self.”

Ever since the 1960s, training for creative thinking has been an important goal in American education (Torrance, 1962). Two approaches taken in long-term creativity training programs can be distinguished: cognitive and affective (Rose & Lin, 1984). Cognitive-oriented training techniques focus on the enhancement of creativeness within a problem-solving context by instruction in the use of algorithms and heuristic strategies for producing new idea combinations that lead to workable solutions for specific problems (Ritter & Mostert, 2017). Affective-oriented education focuses on the enhancement of creativeness within a play context (DeMille, 1973). Methods may involve instructing persons how to relax, tolerate the unusual, trust their impulses, take risks without fear of failure, and generate ideas without judging them prematurely (Kaufman, 2016).




Transcendence and Transformation as Creative Acts



One way to understand ego-transcendence and ego-transformation as creative acts is within the framework of Abraham Maslow’s distinction between the originating impulse of primary creativeness and the conservative impulse of secondary creativeness (Maslow, 1968, pp. 135–145, 1971, p. 55–101).




Originating Impulse of Primary Creativeness


On the one hand, transpersonal knowing, speaking, and creating (as an aspect of egotranscendence and ego-transformation) involves a rising above, or going beyond normal capacity. As acts of primary creativeness, ego-transcendence and ego-transformation imply alternate frames of reference and experience that are truly different from the framework of perception and cognition ordinarily operative in normal waking consciousness. In primary creativeness, there is always some extra-rational dimension involved that carries the stream of associative thinking beyond previous learning and the boundaries of established fact. In the words of J. R. R. Tolkien (1977), “In every age there come forth things that are new and have no foretelling, for they do not proceed from the past” (p. 18). It is the innate primary creative impulse toward originality that underlies such occurrences in the history of the species.

People under the influence of the impulse of primary creativeness perform in some new way not done before, bring into existence something that did not previously exist, or try some new venture never before attempted. They perceive reality in a completely new way and give birth to the new and untried. There is a breaking of boundaries and going beyond limitations in which possibilities of awareness and achievement that might have otherwise gone unknown are disclosed. Moreover, the insights garnered in the throes of the originating impulse of primary creativeness are always connected to life’s meaning. Seeming coincidences (e.g., synchronicities) are not simply accidental or serendipitous but are meaningful in the greater scheme of one’s life. Even life’s interruptions and seeming distractions serve a creative purpose.




Relationship Between Immanent (Expansive) and Transcendent (Surpassing) Creativity


One way to understand primary creativeness as an expansion and a surpassing of normal capacity is to imagine what the experience of flying is like for a passenger in an airplane. Instead of remaining earth-bound—limited to simply extending normal capacity from the baseline of normal waking consciousness and usual ability functioning (i.e., expansion of normal capacity)—it is as if you were to move up and above over the earth where the ground-level perspective of objects no longer applies. Normal capacity is exceeded and surpassed, not simply expanded or extended. An entirely new frame of reference with its own perspective opens up.

The same world gives rise to a completely different body of data, with its own hypotheses and evidences depending upon one’s worldview (ground-level vs. 30,000 feet) and upon one’s frame of reference (immanent vs. transcendent). Like trying to understand that the world is round, while maintaining a deep-seated conviction that the world is flat, the challenge is to figure out how to correlate the transcended and immanent worldviews and thus connect known and “unknown” regions of the psyche.




Conserving Impulse of Secondary Creativeness


On the other hand, if the primary creative impulse toward originality becomes focused and confined to the pre-established requirements of conventional tasks and activities, then a more restricted, secondary form of creativeness results that Maslow (1968) called “special talent creativeness” (p. 137). Secondary creativeness can be thought of as a disciplined, rationally grounded, conservative impulse explicitly governed by logical strategies of linear thought that modify emerging ideas and actions to make them conform to past learning and experience. Practical considerations, social standards, physical materials, established knowledge, and behavioral habit all control the flow of emerging associations. A secondary order is imposed upon otherwise spontaneous, playful, undirected thought, images, and feelings that guide attention and activate some associated ideas while screening out others.

Purpose shapes process in secondary creativeness (Perkins, 1981). A value system of worth and notions about what is real and unreal, possible and impossible, are imposed upon ideas and actions. The creativeness of products and achievements are evaluated in terms of external criteria and requirements that presume and anticipate what a creative product is supposed to look like (Besemer & Treffinger, 1981). It constitutes the limitations placed upon any creator’s art by his or her material, circumstance, purpose, past learning, and habits of perception. Secondary creativeness involves plain old hard work, perseverance, and the discipline of ordered, rational thought. The creative product, in these terms, needs to be not only original, but also useful.




Integrated Creativeness


When primary creativeness and secondary creativeness effectively combine, then you have what Maslow called “integrated creativity” (Maslow, 1968, p. 144). A tension is created by the dialectic of a conserving impulse to retain established knowledge and familiar frameworks and an originating impulse to overthrow them (Roberts, 1977, pp. 82–92). It is by virtue of integrated creativity that the products of primary creativeness come to practical fruition. By the toil of secondary creativeness that seeks consensual validation for the invention, discovery, or creation, the final product attains the creativity of the eminent. Integrated creativity makes bright ideas useful. Discoveries, inventions, and creations are valued not simply because they are original and novel, but because they “work” and solve some real-life problem.




Hypnosis and Creativity


A variety of psychological factors have been theorized to be common to both hypnosis and creative behavior (K. Bowers, 1968; K. Bowers & P. Bowers, 1979). These include primary process thinking, dreaming, imagery skills, associative processes, effortless experiencing, an altered state of consciousness, right hemispheric function, imagination, and imagery ability. The prospect of using hypnotism to control and manipulate the interplay between conscious and unconscious processes to awaken and harness the originating impulse of primary creativeness is strongly predicted by theory and would seem a promising endeavor. The hypothesis that hypnotic procedures can enhance creative thinking, however, has been inconsistently supported under laboratory conditions (P. Bowers, 1979). The general conclusion seems to be that the relationship between hypnosis and creativity is a complex and contingent one, not a necessary one or causal one. There is no evidence demonstrating that hypnotic trance is an essential ingredient of creativity or that to be genuinely creative one must go into trance. Trance gives no promise of creativity, even though it may be involved in some creative acts. Any cause-and-effect connection between hypnosis and creativity remains to be demonstrated. This is an area for future transpersonal research.






Creativity as a Transcendent and Transformative Act





The Fine Arts as a Transcendent Act


Fine Arts include literature (poetry, drama, story, fiction writing), the visual and graphic arts (painting, drawing, design, film), the plastic arts (sculpture, modeling), the decorative arts (enamelwork, furniture design, mosaic), the performing arts (theatre, dance, music, including music composition), and architecture (interior design). A special section of the 2015 issue of the International Journal of Transpersonal Studies devoted to “Arts and Consciousness” examined how the Fine Arts serve as a vehicle and medium of consciousness and as an agent for transformation and healing (Netzer & Hartelius, 2015).

The root of the Fine Arts is arguably the primary creative process of the artist. It is a creativity that is a transcendent act because it connects the artist with humanity and humanity with the “Other” and the “More.” It taps into the artist’s unconscious processes, intuition, and felt-sense of the body.

This occurs in many ways. Creativity as a transcendent act is illustrated in the role of what child psychiatrist Kazimierz Dąbrowski (1970) called “the creative instinct” in positive disintegration processes at postconventional stages of the personality development (see L. Nixon, 2016). It is illustrated in the relationship between art and spirituality in Navajo art and the Navajo culture’s concept of beauty, harmony, unity (hozho, in the Navaho language) (Laughlin, 2004). It is illustrated in how meditation during the performance of body movements (called contemplative inquiry with bodily movements or CIM) helped a Master student with writer’s block improve her thesis writing process over time (Horwitz, Stenfors, & Osika, 2013).

Transpersonal artist Micah Linton (2015) examined the relationship of altered states of consciousness and artistic expression. He described how he used three “paths beyond ego” for his creative artistic work. The first path is hypnagogia (i.e., the twilight zone of psychological time between wakefulness and sleep and dreaming). The second is synesthesia (i.e., the ability to combine sensory input so that one hears colors and tastes sounds). The third path is via Jungian active imagination—“a conscious turning of attention toward the unconscious [and] engaging in dialogue with the images and moods that arise from fantasies and dreams” (p. 100; see Chodorow, 1997). According to Linton, everyone can benefit in taking up a hobby-art as a method of self-knowing and for developing his or her normal creative capacity for bringing forth something that did not exist before.

Author and actor Ashley Wain (2005) described how the “neutral mask technique” can evoke a transformation of the actor-person in a way that translates acting into a transcendent act. The mask is “neutral” in the sense that it represents no particular character and simply covers the face, but when worn induces a shift in consciousness that transforms the actor in powerful and unexpected ways. According to Wain, “in the simplest terms, what a mask does is make the invisible visible through the body, voice, and speech of the performer” (p. 39). The transformation that is provoked by working with the neutral mask continued even outside of the actor-training class.




Writing as a Transcendent Act


James Pennebaker (1997) described how writing about stressful, emotional experiences is a creative, transcendent act that moves the personal ego beyond itself and has important therapeutic implications for psychological and physical health, including coping with the unbearable bereavement that accompanies loss of a loved one. Transpersonal researcher Rosemarie Anderson (2001) wrote how bringing the experiences of the body into the act of writing (“embodied writing”) can be a transcendent act that moves the personality beyond ego. Transpersonal psychologist and poet, Diana Raab (2014) discussed how memoir writing can be a transformative and empowering experience, especially when it is connected to writing about one’s transcendent/peak experiences. Raab reports that, “writing about certain experiences helps provide an understanding of one’s unique self, as well as one’s relationship with others and the world-at-large” (pp. 187–188). Transpersonal scholar and parapsychologist Rhea White (1998) described how writing an exceptional human experience (EHE) autobiography has the potential to expand, deepen, enrich, integrate, enlighten, and transform the experiential and cognitive dimensions of the spirituality of the writer.






Conclusion


Transpersonal Psychology has consistently recognized that there are intuitive comprehensions and emotional realizations regarding the transpersonal nature of human psychology and the basic reality of subjective life that are beyond the reach of sensory-based language and linear logic. Alternative modes of knowing, speaking, and creating need to be cultivated in order to access such comprehensions and realizations. Transpersonal knowing, speaking, and creating use “multiple eyes” (ways of knowing), “multiple brains” (ways of working with and understanding data), and “multiple mouths” (ways of expressing and communicating one’s findings)” (Anderson & Braud, 2011, p. 73) to open up channels of awareness previously overlooked that allows a person to look outside established frameworks and go beyond previous learning and accomplishment to perceive reality in a new way. The personal cultivation of transpersonal ways of knowing, speaking, and creating helps one explore the meaning of questions such as “Who am I?” “Why am I here?” “What is the meaning and purpose of my life?” in a balanced way. The scientific investigation of transpersonal ways of knowing, speaking, and creating within the framework of the theories and concepts of Transpersonal Psychology offers a richer, more multifaceted understanding of the basic reality of subjective life that conventional cognitive psychology does not yet do.

Transpersonal modes of knowing, speaking, and creating connect the known and “unknown” realities in which we dwell and give voice to those latent but active creative abilities and transformative capacities within each person waiting to be developed. Their expression involves a journey through the self that you know to the Self that one is—an adventure of consciousness for which one is already perfectly equipped and can safely embark upon with proper guidance (Fadiman, 2011). According to transpersonal scholar Richard Mann (1984) there are states of consciousness that enable us “to experience reality in ways that transcend our ordinary ‘personal’ perspectives [and] go beyond the limited outlook of everyday awareness” (p. ix). Learning how to cultivate states and traits of consciousness and safely expand self-awareness in an intentional way for the benefit of daily living is important and are topics addressed in the next chapter.








Chapter 7


Consciousness


States and Traits
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I. Understanding Consciousness




What Is Consciousness?





Defining and Measuring Consciousness


Despite a great deal of discussion and debate in the psychological sciences, there remains very little agreement about what “consciousness” is (Schneider & Velmans, 2017). Attempts to define the extraordinarily rich and multifaceted phenomenon of consciousness inevitably encounter the problem of what William James (1909) referred to as “vicious intellectualism”—excluding from the reality of the phenomenon being defined, everything that is not included in the definition (p. 60). The difficulty is that the more precisely a word is defined, the less meaning it can contain. Metaphors, similes, symbols, and figures of speech may then be drawn upon to communicate those aspects of the experience of consciousness that cannot be put into abstract, analytic terms (e.g., rhapsodic communication; Maslow, 1964, pp. 84–90). Consciousness may then be construed as a stream that flows (James, 1950 [1890], p. 239) or as a spotlight that varies in intensity and whose bandwidth can be expanded or contracted (Valle & Von Eckartsberg, 1989).

The difficulties in conceptually defining consciousness, however, have not prevented cognitive scientists from creating a multitude of operational definitions that describe consciousness in terms of the methods used to measure it (e.g., IQ is what IQ tests measure). Verbal reports, behavioral checklists and rating scales, neurophysiological technologies, and psychometric tests have all contributed information to the accumulation of a database by which progress in understanding the nature and limits of consciousness may be assessed (e.g., Hartelius, 2007; Pekala, 1991; Varela & Shear, 1999). One important contribution to this effort is the Altered States Database (ASDB) compiled by Timo Schmidt and Hendrik Berkemeyer (2018) consisting of questionnaire data extracted from peer-reviewed journal articles. The ASDB is designed to assist researchers who use pharmacological and nonpharmacological methods to experimentally induce altered states of consciousness to advance their understanding of the relationship between phenomenological experience and neurological functioning. According to Schmidt and Berkemeyer, the ASDB “will allow direct comparisons of the psychological effects of different induction methods as well as meta-analyses to establish induction method specific dose-response relationships” (p. 1).





Practical Experiment: What Does It Feel Like to Be Fully Awake?


Try the following experiment.


For a few minutes make up sentences stating what you are at this moment aware of. Begin each sentence with the words ‘now’ or ‘at this moment’ or ‘here and now.’

(Perls, Hefferline, & Goodman, 1951, p. 31)



Make an effort to experience your sense data as fully as you can. What do you see? What do you hear? Can you feel your body? Do you notice any smells? Is there a taste in your mouth? Bring all of these perceptions together into one brilliant package of awareness in which one sense impression contributes to the others. Hold that awareness for 30 seconds.

The purpose of the experiment is not to enter an altered state of consciousness, but to do the opposite—enter into full awareness of your ordinary waking state of awareness when it is most alert and at its best focus. Once you know what a clear, focused, alert waking state of consciousness feels like, then you will be in a better position to recognize what an alternate state of consciousness feels like, how it differs from your usual waking state, and build upon that experience to explore and discover what lies beyond the margin of the field of ordinary waking awareness.

If you perform the experiment in the way suggested and work with your experience reflectively, you may become consciously aware of several things: Your awareness is not your personal ego. Your awareness is not your intellect or conscious mind. It is not your identity. Your awareness is something that you have and use, not something that you are. You can change your consciousness and its direction without changing the self that you are.




Distinguishing Awareness and Experience


Conventionally, at least two aspects of consciousness are distinguished: (a) consciousness as waking awareness defined as the condition of being aroused, alert, and responsive to stimuli in the environment, and (b) consciousness as phenomenal experience defined as the condition of being self-reflexively aware of experiencing something (Zeman, 2001, 2006). This distinction between waking awareness and phenomenal experience finds a basis in neuroscience (Hameroff, 2006). Waking awareness is biologically bound up with subcortical structures such as the midbrain reticular activating system and cerebellum. Phenomenal experience or “the quality of knowing that something is happening or exists” (Merriam-Webster, 1969) is biologically bound up with the anatomical connectivity between the thalamus and the cerebral cortex (thalamocortical system). Two different brain regions are related to two different aspects of consciousness, in other words. The midbrain creates awareness and the cerebral cortex creates experience (but see Merker, 2007).




The Transpersonal Nature of Animals


The awareness-experience distinction is important because of the implications it has for understanding the nature of other-than-human animal consciousness and how widespread transpersonal (spiritual) experience may be. What kind of awareness do animals possess and what sort of experience are they capable of having? Do some animals possess self-awareness, and if so, how does it differ from the sort of self-consciousness that humans possess? An affirmative answer to any of these questions presupposes some degree of awareness and capacity to subjectively represent the world to themselves (Kaufman, Call, & Kaufman, 2021; Wynne & Udell, 2021). According to neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp (2007), “if we do not learn how to investigate these issues in animals, we will never have a detailed science of consciousness” (p. 102).

Do animals display behaviors indicating the possession of psychological capacities (e.g., awareness, self-consciousness, meaning-making, cognition, imagination, emotion, moral sense, personality, and a value-life) that underlie subjective experiences that in humans are called spiritual (i.e., “an appreciation for life which brings meaning and purpose to existence”; Vaughan, 1991, p. 105)? Emerging trends in contemporary interdisciplinary research into animal subjectivity and animal spirituality (Brooks Pribac, 2016, 2017, 2021), the embodied nature of religious affect (Schaefer, 2012, 2015), animals as religious subjects (Deane-Drummond & Clough, 2009; Deane-Drummond, Artinian-Kaiser, & Clough, 2013; Kemmerer, 2012) and as subjects of a life (A. Gross, 2014; Waldau & Patton, 2006) have the potential of opening up new ways of conceiving and exploring the possibility of a spirituality beyond language, reflective consciousness, and conceptual thought. Animal spirituality and animals’ participation in religious phenomena are growing areas of research at the intersection of animal studies and religious studies. Transpersonal Psychology has the potential of making significant contributions to this emerging area of study within psychology and religion (Cunningham, in press-a, b).






The Varieties of Normal Waking Consciousness





Contrasting Views of Ordinary Waking Awareness—West and East


Psychologies of the West and the East hold contrasting views regarding the nature and limitations of ordinary waking awareness and phenomenal experience. Western mainstream psychologies tend to consider the waking state of consciousness as the “best” and most optimal kind of awareness of which a human being is capable. It is typically viewed as providing the most valid and legitimate experience of oneself, other people, and the natural world. All other states of consciousness (e.g., dreaming, psychedelic, hypnotic, mystical) are suboptimal by comparison and offer only a distorted understanding of the way things really are.

Psychologies of the East tend to take an opposing viewpoint. They consider ordinary waking awareness as a limited, narrow, defensively contracted state that “creates an all-consuming illusory distortion of perception and reality (maya or samsara)” that prevents the individual from clearly seeing reality as it truly is (Walsh, 1983, p. 43). There are many other states of consciousness that are “higher” than the ordinary waking one which can be accessed and developed through specialized training (e.g., insight meditation; Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987).




The Variability of the Waking State


The definition of consciousness as “a state of being aware” is not as straightforward as it might initially appear. There are not only different states of awareness (e.g., waking, dreaming, hypnotic, meditative, psychedelic, mystical), but also different gradations of being aware within the same state of consciousness (e.g., alert vs. drowsy). Your state of awareness (e.g., what you notice and what escapes your notice) will differ due to variations in alertness, degree of involvement with the physical environment, level of relaxation, physical activity, emotional condition, and the way you think as you engage in different kinds of activities (i.e., your style of thinking).

You can be in any number of different degrees of waking awareness each day depending on the kinds of chores and leisure activities engaged in throughout the day—whether it be listening to relaxing music, watching an entertaining TV show, driving on the highway to work, or exerting effort to complete a difficult task. Different activities call forth different levels of relaxation and alertness, causing you to use your awareness in a different fashion, focusing your attention in different directions. Within the same person, awareness changes and varies from one moment to the next and from one day to the next. Individuals are not fully alert or aware of all their sensory experience all the time, even in the so-called waking state.




Ultradian Rhythms of Daily Awareness


The variability of ordinary waking awareness is due, in part, to what are called “ultra-dian” rhythms in the physical, electrical, chemical, biological processes that occur throughout the day (Lloyd & Rossi, 1992). Within the 24–25 hour circadian cycle (circa “about” + dies “day”), there are 90–120 minute ultradian cycles that govern a variety of autonomic and endocrine physiological processes which affect brain function and normal waking consciousness. These ultradian cycles are reflected in the 90-minute sleep-dream rhythms that occur during sleep and are presumed to be responsible for a “basic-rest-activity-cycle” (called the BRAC hypothesis) that govern the timing of periodic needs for rest during the 8-hour workday (e.g., the timing of coffee breaks at work, the post-lunch dip).

Given the inherent daily variability and mobility of awareness, it would be a creative error to consider normal waking consciousness (NWC) as a single, unitary, homogeneous phenomenon. Once the variability and mobility of awareness is recognized, it is easy to understand why NWC is not the same between two people. What you experience as your usual, ordinary waking state of consciousness may fall into the region of my altered state and what you experience as an altered state may fall into the region of my usual state of awareness. This variability in NWC within individuals and between people poses a challenge for researchers who would define an altered state of consciousness as a deviation or change from what is supposed to be the “same” baseline waking state of awareness for all individuals. The problem is that we do not all start from the same baseline awareness or state of consciousness.




What Is Conscious Is What Consciousness Is


Consciousness defined as phenomenal experience (i.e., an awareness of something) as it occurs in the ordinary waking state of awareness of the personal ego is often the starting point for discussions about the nature of consciousness in general psychology textbooks and in the field of cognitive psychology. Cognitive psychologist Margaret Matlin (2013), in her textbook Cognition, for instance, stated, “Consciousness [is] your awareness of the external world, as well as your thoughts and emotions about your internal world” (p. 23). Moreover, as cognitivists Howard Shevrin and Scott Dickman (1980) stated, “In most cognitive research, generally only one state of consciousness is considered—the normal waking state. In fact, in many of these studies, consciousness is often tacitly equated with this particular state of normal waking consciousness” (p. 432).

When consciousness is understood simply as the phenomenal experience of the personal ego in normal waking consciousness and taken to be all that consciousness is, then the role of subconscious psychological process in the production of conscious subjective life tends to be overlooked or ignored. What is conscious is what consciousness is, from that perspective. C. G. Jung noted the limitation of such a view when he stated, “Consciousness, therefore, is taken as the sine qua non of psychic life, that is to say, as the psyche itself. And so it comes about that all modern ‘psychologies without a psyche’ are psychologies of consciousness, for which an unconscious psychic life simply does not exist” (Jung, 1960c [1931], p. 343).






Consciousness Beyond the Margins





Subconscious Mentation and Phenomena


Contemporary psychodynamic, cognitive, and neurophysiological research has revealed that limiting consciousness to what is in the “span,” “field,” or “stream” of awareness of the moment, however, tells only part of the story of consciousness. The subconscious dimensions of the human psyche (that is, “unconscious” to the ego because of an amnesic barrier and the limitations of its own specialized perceptive focus) are more multifaceted than acknowledged by most general psychology textbooks (Hassin, Uleman, & Bargh, 2005). The detection of subconscious phenomena and subconscious mentation—that is, complex cognitive activity that cognitive scientists refer to as “information processing outside of conscious awareness”—was an important discovery in the history and evolution of dynamic psychiatry (Ellenberger, 1970) and cognitive science (Stein, 1997). William James (1936 [1902]) regarded Frederic W. H. Myers’s discovery of consciousness existing beyond the margins of ordinary waking awareness—what Myers called subliminal consciousness—as “the most important step forward that has occurred in psychology since I have been a student of that science” (p. 228; see Myers, 1976 [1889–1895]).

Contemporary experimental research of hypnotic suggestion, automatic behaviors, neurological syndromes, and subliminal perception document the effect of subconscious mental states and processes on waking experience and behavior. Based on his review of decades of research into these psychodynamic phenomena, cognitive scientist John Kihlstrom (1995) concluded, “We now know that the psychological unconscious is real and dynamically active. But so is consciousness, and if we ignore this central fact of human existence we will never achieve a satisfactory science of mental life” (p. 140). Much of psychological life goes on without the benefit of awareness of the personal ego.




The Cognitive Unconscious


The idea of subconscious mentation is further supported by rigorously controlled research into phenomena as diverse as blindsight, creative inspiration, dreaming, hypnotic dissociation, implicit memory, paranormal (psi) functioning, perceptual defense, selective attention, semantic priming, and cortical evoked potentials that index perceptual processing of stimuli in the absence of subjective awareness (Bornstein & Pittman, 1992; Cheesman & Merikle, 1986; Shevrin, Bond, Brakel, Hertel, & Williams, 1996). Based on a review of prior research, Howard Shevrin and Scott Dickman (1980) had concluded, “No psychological theory can do without the assumption of a psychological unconscious” (p. 422). Consciousness “goes on,” to use William James’s phrase, beyond the margins of the field of waking consciousness and below the subjective threshold of perception (James, 1950 [1890], p. 225). The challenge is how to understand and interpret its function and nature.





The Psychodynamic Unconscious


Theories of personality that explicitly incorporate a dynamic, transpersonal (beyond ego) unconscious into their models of the human person include Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga (Cornelissen, 2018; Sen, 2018), Carl G. Jung’s theory of the structure and dynamics of the psyche (Jung, 1960b [1934]), Roberto Assagioli’s Psychosynthesis (Assagioli, 1965), Michael Washburn’s Spiral-Dynamic theory of ego development (Washburn, 2003a), Stanislav Grof’s holotropic model of human consciousness (Grof, 1993), and Jane Roberts’s transhumanistic Aspect Psychology (Roberts, 1997–2002). All these personality theories recognize that there will always be more to experience, more to understand, and more to know about the realms of the human unconscious—no matter how extensive or expansive individual episodes of cosmic consciousness may seem to be.

Those who grant the existence of a psychodynamic, transpersonal unconscious tend to acknowledge that the human psyche has an objective side in addition to its recognized subjective aspects. Following Jung and James, anything that acts and has real effects to which the person is compelled to react and respond is itself real. Events that resist one’s conscious control, such as when an emotion overwhelms you or when flashes of insight and inspiration suddenly emerge unbidden disclose that the psyche is not simply something subjective, but has an objective side as well. The objective side of the human psyche also is disclosed by those spontaneous psychological and biological activities that are largely “unconscious” as far as one’s personal ego is concerned, and that you do well enough without consciously being aware of the actual mechanisms that are involved (e.g., walking and talking, breathing and digesting, dreaming and thinking, growth and development). As Aspect Psychology put it, “It is indeed as if some inner spontaneous part of the personality is far more knowledgeable than the conscious portion of which we are so rightfully proud” (Roberts, 1997, p. 251).




The Cultural Unconscious


At the interpersonal, collective social and cultural level, the Fine Arts represent an important bridge connecting creative expression in ordinary consciousness with consciousness beyond the margin (Linton, 2015). The Fine Arts (i.e., poetry, fiction writing, theater, television drama, painting, drawing, film, architecture, sculpture, dance, and musical composition) arguably find the source of their creativity in subconscious realms of the human psyche and its eventual physical expression in ordinary waking consciousness (Netzer & Hartelius, 2015). The Arts, in the words of art therapist Dorit Netzer (2015), are a “vehicle and medium of consciousness” and “agents of personal and collective consciousness, transformation, and healing” (p. 65) that draws its energy and power to transform and heal from unconscious sources.

Orthodox psychology’s attitude toward the Fine Arts and its subconscious roots have been filtered largely through the point of view of European-Western culture. Edward Bynum (2012) reminds us that there are other visions and versions of human consciousness that trace its genetic and social evolutionary origins to a common African ancestry. The African unconscious that lies at humanity’s evolutionary roots may partly explain why communal ritual, rhythmic chanting and music, and intensely energetic biospiritual expressions of faith and belief continue to have resonance in modern times (Hartelius & Graham, 2016).




Dissociation and Secondary Centers of Consciousness


The concepts of dissociation and multiple centers of consciousness play a prominent role in many theories of subconscious phenomena, such as hypnosis and psychiatric disorders (Beahrs, 1982; Crabtree, 2007; Krippner, 1997a, 1997b; Münsterberg et al., 1910). Diversity is apparently a necessity even for the unconscious. Dissociative processes have been used to explain the “hidden observer” phenomenon that manifests as a secondary center of consciousness under certain conditions of deep hypnosis and that is believed to serve as an information source tapped through experiments with automatic writing (Hilgard, 1986, pp. 185–215). The “Inner Self Helper” is a related secondary center of consciousness (or subliminal self) that therapists may call upon for assistance in integrating various aspects of personality in dissociative identity disorders (Allison, 1980, pp. 131–144). The “inner healer” that sometimes emerges in Holotropic Breathwork and guides the process of psychotherapy would be another example of a subliminal identity structure existing outside the usual ego structure that operates in normal waking consciousness (Grof et al., 2008, pp. 160–161).

Such subconscious phenomena that are disclosed in certain states of dissociation demonstrate, in the words of psychiatrist John Beahrs (1983), that “consciousness must exist simultaneously at many levels” and “co-consciousness is a universal feature of healthy living” (p. 110). It would be a creative error to conceptualize the conscious, subconscious, and unconscious as completely separate regions of consciousness, however. They are each aspects of the whole Self. We simply know them separately and “divide in thought what is undivided in nature” (Watts, 1963, p. 45). The boundaries are permeable. What is a conscious ego state one day can become subconscious the next, and vice versa.




Practical Experiment: Ideomotor Communication


Having a functional understanding of one’s own consciousness, in both its conscious and subconscious aspects, is key to self-knowledge. Establishing a working relationship with one’s own personal subconscious is a part of that self-knowledge. If you are to know the nature of human consciousness, this is where any path to self-knowledge grounded in experience must begin.

One way of communicating with your subconscious mind is the Chevreul Pendulum technique that works by being responsive to unconscious muscular movement, mental imagery, and external stimulation (Easton & Shor, 1975). Clinical hypnotist Leslie LeCron (1964, pp. 31–34) provides detailed instruction in the use of the Chevreul Pendulum. The experience of establishing a conscious working relationship with one’s own personal subconscious and those figuratively “deeper” realms of the psyche can be of great value to the present personality as a whole. As the habit of communication develops, the pendulum can eventually be dispensed with and light self-hypnotic trance states may be used to establish communication. Clinical data indicates that as the ego-self develops facility in communication with the personal subconscious, the efficiency of normal waking consciousness and overall behavior becomes improved, the subconscious becomes more flexible in opening up, and a feeling of oneness with the overall Self is increased (Rossi & Cheek, 1988).





II. Nonordinary States of Consciousness

Establishing an intimate working relationship with the subconscious involves recognizing when changes in the pattern of phenomenal (experiential) qualities of experience signal movement away from one’s usual, alert waking state of awareness (Rock & Krippner, 2007). Differences in the felt-sense of one’s subjective experience of ordinary waking awareness can be used to detect the presence of an “alternate” state of consciousness (i.e., a state of awareness that is subjectively experienced to be different from that individual’s ordinary or usual psychological functioning; Ludwig, 1966; Tart, 1972). Your consciousness has a felt-sense just as your body does. In certain respects, the waking state of consciousness itself could be considered an alternate state of consciousness (ASC) when viewed from the standpoint of other states of awareness (e.g., dreaming).




Alternate States of Consciousness



Although alternate states of consciousness (ASCs) in transpersonal experiences are an important topic of study, they do not define the field of Transpersonal Psychology (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993c, p. 202). There are many kinds of ASCs that have no transpersonal features (e.g., alcohol intoxication). There are also transpersonal experiences that do not necessarily involve an ASC (e.g., meditative consciousness). Igor Berkhin and Glenn Hartelius (2011) observed, “a state of consciousness, whether ordinary or nonordinary, can have a completely different value depending on what is cognized while in that state” (p. 63).



Alternate Patterns of Phenomenal Experience


There are many different ways to produce an ASC. They include hypnosis, psychedelic substances, dreaming, solitary confinement, sensory and sleep deprivation, fasting, extreme boredom or vigilance, trauma, and fervent praying. Arnold Ludwig (1966) identified nine patterns of phenomenal (experiential) experience that were sufficiently stable under different methods of production to be considered common characteristics of all ASCs. They include alterations in thinking, disturbed time sense, loss of control, change in emotional expression, perceptual distortions, change in meaning or significance, sense of the ineffable, feelings of rejuvenation, and hypersuggestibility. Ludwig suggested “the very presence and prevalence of [ASCs] in man attests to their importance in his everyday functioning” (p. 230).




Consciousness, Culture, and Pathologization of the Nonordinary


Most cultures around the globe—approximately 90% of the 488 cultures examined by anthropologists Erika Bourguignon and Thomas Evascu (1977)—use ASCs in various spiritual and healing rituals and social events. Anthropologists Charles Laughlin and Andrew Throop (2003) observed that “socially sanctioned procedures for evoking ASC are a near universal aspect of cultures around the world” (p. 8). How to regard the ubiquity of ASCs is the question (Young & Goulet, 1994). Ethnological studies revealed that ASCs, such as trance, shamanic, and psychedelic states, have played an important role in religious cosmologies throughout the world (Lewis, 2002; Winkelman, 1986). ASCs were a driving force behind social change during the latter half of the 20th century (Bourguignon, 1973). ASCs are pursued by other species and may even constitute a universal “fourth drive” as natural as the innate drives of hunger, thirst, and sex (Siegel, 1989).

Western culture tends to have an ambivalent attitude toward ASCs. On the one hand, it has a prejudiced perception of normal waking state as the optimal form of consciousness and a tendency to pathologize even the most common nonordinary states of consciousness, including dreams and dreaming. On the other hand, ASCs have a firm place in Western societies (Hillman, 2008). Social drinking of alcoholic substances in celebration of important life events, the habit of caffeine in morning coffee, the use of anesthetics and pain relievers for certain medical conditions, energetic dancing in the context of loud, rhythmic music, and the growing legalization of the recreational use of marijuana are examples of culturally approved ASCs in Western societies. ASCs are also utilized in the context of Western psychotherapy (e.g., hypnotism, dreamwork, psychedelics, holotropic breathwork). Their function in human society has become an important topic of public debate and their therapeutic applications warrant more research (Sessa, 2012).






Toward State-Specific Sciences





State-Dependent Characteristics of Consciousness


Many religious, spiritual, mystical experiences (RSMEs) that involve a nonordinary state of consciousness rise from another frame of reference with a different kind of organization than that of NWC and often display what are called “state-dependent” effects. State-dependent effects refer to situations where information acquired in one state of consciousness is forgotten in another state, but recalled again when the initial state in which the information was originally acquired is reinstated (Overton, 1978). Transpersonal researcher and parapsychologist Charles Tart (1971, 1972) proposed that such state-dependent experiences are best investigated using a “state-specific science” paradigm that involves the scientist entering into the state of consciousness that he or she wishes to investigate. In the final analysis, the researcher can know the phenomenon in the only real way it can be known. Experience is the one teacher. One evocative illustration of state-dependent effects is the two letters written by psychiatrist Gordon Globus (1980)—one letter highly critical of Tart’s state-specific science idea written when Globus was in NWC and the other letter highly favorable toward Tart’s notion written when he was in an ASC. Globus reported that when he was once again back in NWC his critical stance returned.




Accessing State-Specific Consciousness


In Tart’s state-specific paradigm (Tart, 1975a, 1975b, 1976), any discrete state of consciousness can be described in terms of the configuration and operation of ten psychological systems (plus potential latent functions) that interact to define a particular state of consciousness. They include exteroceptors (receive sensory input), interoceptors (receive kinesthetic input), input processing (e.g., working memory), subconscious processes, one’s sense of identity, evaluation and decision-making processes, emotional climate, space/time sense, long-term memory, and motor output (behavior). The configuration of these psychological systems at any one moment in time is influenced by the operation of attention, body energies, characteristics of the systems themselves, and the particular contexts of psychological set and social and cultural settings in which they operate, among other factors. Each discrete state of consciousness would be characterized by its own “generalized reality orientation” defined as the “network of cognitive understandings about reality in general which serves as a context or frame of reference within which all ongoing experiences are interpreted” (Shor, 1979, p. 122).




Inducing Alternate States


According to Tart (2008), by applying the requisite disruptive force to the baseline state of consciousness (usually NWC)—for example, physiological agents such as drugs, or attentional deployment such as meditation or hypnotism, then the organization of the subsystems becomes destabilized. Destabilization continues until some patterning force is reapplied to shape the subsystems into a new overall pattern. This produces a new discrete state of consciousness with its own stabilization processes. The patterning of relationships among the ten subsystems shift and change depending on the balance of stabilizing and destabilizing factors, which include “set” (our beliefs and expectations) and “setting” (the physical environment).

Arnold Ludwig’s (1966) analysis of ASCs suggests that destabilization may occur as a result of either increasing or decreasing autonomic nervous system activity (i.e., initiating a high arousal, active bodily condition or a low arousal, passive bodily condition). It might also occur as a result of a reduction of external stimulation or motor activity (e.g., solitary confinement; prolonged social deprivation while at sea, in the artic, on the desert; highway hypnosis; extreme boredom; sleep; monotonous shamanic-like drumming). Or it may occur as a result of an increase in external stimulation or motor activity (e.g., trances associated with emotional contagion in a mob; fire walker’s trance; sexual encounters; snake handling; acute psychotic states; electronic dance music; Redfield, 2017).

A new overall patterning of the subsystems may also result from increased alertness, focused concentration, or mental involvement (e.g., prolonged vigilance during sentry duty; fervent praying; intense mental absorption in a task). It can also result from decreased alertness or the relaxation of critical reasoning faculties (e.g., transcendental meditation; daydreaming, drowsiness; self-hypnotic trances; free association states; reading-trance, TV-trance, music-trance; muscular relaxation such as floating on the water or sun-bathing). Any of these triggering actions may set the occasion for a patterning of subsystems in which transpersonal potentialities of human consciousness manifest in experience.





III. Transpersonal Potentialities of Human Consciousness

Transpersonal potentialities of human consciousness refers to the native capability of the human psyche to richly form from itself a broad range of transformative capacities and exceptional human experiences “in which the sense of identity or self extends beyond (trans) the individual or personal to encompass wider aspects of humankind, life, psyche, and cosmos” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 3). In some cases, it may involve an expansion of identity that transcends ordinary limitations of time and space (Braud, 2003a; Grof, 1975). It is the inherently flexible and dynamically mobile nature of consciousness that makes such expansions of identity and self-awareness possible. Transpersonal potentialities of consciousness are most clearly revealed in mystical, psychedelic, hypnotic, meditative, and dreaming states of consciousness.




Mystical Consciousness





Characteristic Features of Mystical Consciousness


In his classic study of the psychology of religion and spirituality titled Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study of Human Nature, William James (1936 [1902]) identified four qualities that characterized all mystical states of consciousness. They are: ineffability (“Its quality must be directly experienced; it cannot be imparted or transferred to others”); noetic quality (“They are states of insight into depths of truths unplumbed by the discursive intellect”); transiency (“Mystical states cannot be sustained for long”); and passivity (“The mystic feels as if his own will were in abeyance, and indeed as if he were grasped and held by a superior power”) (pp. 371–372). All “personal religious experience,” according to James, “has its root and center in mystical states of consciousness” (p. 370).

William James (1910) believed that all religious experience reflects humanity’s dual conscious–subconscious nature and later characterized mystical states of consciousness (“mystical paroxysms” he called them) as “very sudden and great extensions of the ordinary ‘field of consciousness,’ [and] an immense spreading of the margin of the field, so that knowledge ordinarily transmarginal would become included” (p. 85). The writings of Christian and non-Christian mystics, sages, and saints, such as John of the Cross, Theresa of Avila, Sri Ramakrishna, Ramana Maharshi, and Paramahansa Yogananda provide first-person accounts of the epistemic content and knowledge of Being to which the mystic has access in such expanded states of consciousness.

Mystical experiences have been reported for centuries and, according to modern-day surveys conducted in the United States and the United Kingdom, continue to be reported today (Hay, 2007). Many contemporary examples of mystical-like experiences can result in “vivid, surprising, benevolent, and enduring personal changes” (Miller & C’de Baca, 2001, p. 4; see also Ballard, 2011; McDonald, 2008). Moreover, a person does not have to be religiously oriented to have such experiences (S. Taylor, 2012). Although there is overlap between religious/spiritual experiences and secular transpersonal experiences, they are not identical. Some, but not all, transpersonal experiences are experiences of the sacred, and “can be interpreted either religiously or nonreligously according to individual preference” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 6).




Peak-Experiences and Plateau-Experiences


Maslow considered the knowledge of Being gained during “peak-experiences” as resembling the knowledge of the transcendent and the sacred accessed in highly valued mystical experiences reported throughout the centuries across many cultures (Maslow, 1964, pp. 74–81). As the term is used in Abraham Maslow’s writings, a peak-experience refers to



an ordinarily brief and transient moment of bliss, rapture, ecstasy, great happiness, or joy. We usually feel such emotions as awe, reverence, and wonder in such moments; we also feel more alive, integrated, ‘here and now,’ and yet in touch with the transcendent and the sacred.

(Hoffman, 1996, p. 206)




In the peak-experience, the usual thin–thick boundaries of the personal ego are transcended to include within its scope of self-relatedness what was previously outside the margins of its usual range of awareness (Maslow, 1968). The knowledge of Being that accompanies such experiences—that is, a “clear, contemplative knowing, especially of transcendent, sacred, and eternal aspects of a person or thing” (Hoffman, 1996, p. 203)—can be of great help and benefit to the overall personality (Maslow, 1968, pp. 71–131).

How such experiences and cognitions are interpreted will depend to some degree on the stage of ego development of the person having them (Wilber, 2000a, pp. 14–15). In order to get maximum benefits from such temporary states of expanded self-awareness, they need to be converted into a more permanent trait of the ego personality through the practice of certain techniques designed to encourage such higher development (e.g., meditation, self-hypnosis).

Peak-experiences, when stabilized, become what Malow called “plateau experiences” and one path to post-conventional personality development (Krippner, 1972a). Maslow’s discovery that many people have peak-experiences without being aware of it suggested to him that unsuspected possibilities of psychological growth and wellbeing were within the reach of everyone (Maslow, 1964). According to transpersonal pioneer Roger Walsh (1993), “transpersonal psychology arose to explore these possibilities” (p. 124).







Psychedelic Consciousness



William James (1898), Aldous Huxley (1954), and Alan Watts (1962) experimented with psychedelic substances and their writings offer unique first-person glimpses into the transpersonal (beyond ego) potentialities of psychedelic consciousness (see also Masters & Houston, 1966). Transpersonal researchers Ismael Apud (2016) and J. Harold Ellens (2014) provide scholarly accounts of the “renaissance of psychedelic studies” (psychedelic, meaning “mind-manifesting”) and discuss the potential of psychedelic research for advancing understanding of humanity’s spiritual/transpersonal nature. In many respects, the researchers and therapists who initially experimented with psychedelics themselves pioneered the contemporary renaissance of psychedelic research (Vaughan, 1983; Walsh & Grob, 2005; Wolfson, 2014a). Religious scholar and educator Christopher Bach (2000a), for example, has written an evocative contemporary first-hand account of his own mind-expanding experiences using LSD (lysergic acid diethylamide) over the course of 20 years that offers insight into how psychedelic consciousness can serve as a powerful experimental tool for the investigation of dimensions of consciousness at “the farther reaches of human nature” (Maslow’s term).



Transpersonal Realms of the Human Unconscious


Transpersonal psychiatrist Stanislav Grof’s pioneering psychedelic research disclosed dimensions of human consciousness that were previously unsuspected by general psychology (Grof, 2019; Yensen & Dryer, 1996). Grof discovered that the effects of LSD are not merely toxic effects produced by the chemical action of the drug. Instead, the drug acts as a nonspecific catalyst that activated and intensified the emergence of phenomena from levels of the psyche previously unrecognized by any existing system of psychology. Modern consciousness research suggests that this nonspecific catalytic attribute of LSD also applies to other psychedelic substances. There is not a stereotypical “ketamine experience,” “LSD experience,” “ayahuasca experience,” or “psilocybin experience,” in other words. Drug responses vary among individuals even when they are given the same dosage of the drug under identical sets and settings.

Grof’s research of LSD psychedelic sessions (i.e., high dose of 300–500 mcg) revealed a layered organization to the human psyche much like the rock strata that geologists might find when digging into the Earth (Grof, 1980). The topmost layer contains biographical material related to the Freudian and Jungian personal subconscious. The next layer contains birth memories of the type discussed by psychoanalyst Otto Rank that are organized into what Grof called “perinatal matrices” related to different stages of the birth process.

Figuratively “deeper” layers of the psyche contain transbiographical material related to the Jungian collective unconscious, previous life and racial memories, and multidimensional encounters with nonphysical beings and entities (Grof, 1980). Grof called these more remote realms of the human unconscious “transpersonal” because they contained phenomena in which the person experienced an “expansion or extension of consciousness beyond the usual boundaries of the body-ego and beyond the limitations of time and space” (Grof, 1988a, p. 38). It was the term that was to be eventually adopted by Abraham Maslow and Anthony Sutich to characterize the “Fourth Force” of psychology (Sutich, 1976). Individuals encountering these realms of the human unconscious during psychedelic psychotherapy often experience significant relief of addictions, physical health problems, and psychopathologies (Grof, 1975).





Applied Ethical Issues in Psychedelic Research


Given the unpredictable and open-ended nature of the psychedelic experience, transpersonal research into the nature and limits of psychedelic consciousness raises important ethical issues related to informed consent, management of risks and considering benefits, privacy and confidentiality concerns that pose special challenges for the Institutional Review Board and require special attention (Geldenhuys, 2019; Wolfson, 2014b). The indiscriminate use of psychedelic drugs can be dangerous (Grinspoon & Bakalar, 1997, pp. 157–191; Stolaroff, 2002; Strassman, 1984). When the whole physical system is disturbed, the organizational structure of the ego’s perception is suddenly broken up and massively disorganized, and the personality is forced to experience frightening perceptions that it is not prepared to handle, then a psychedelic experience can be highly disadvantageous.

Under the proper psychological set and supportive setting, however, psychedelic drugs can have powerful psychotherapeutic effects. With careful screening in the selection of participants and the appropriate set (i.e., mental state, expectations, motivations, goals, feelings of trust and safety) and setting (i.e., comfortable and safe environment, nonjudgmental, empathetic supportive interpersonal presence of others), the psychedelic experience, understood as a transpersonal expansion of self-consciousness beyond ego, can be a most meaningful one (Johnson, Richards, & Griffiths, 2008). With the proper interpersonal grounding and integration into daily life of the insights that occur in psychedelic sessions, the experience has “great potential to facilitate humanistic and transpersonal growth [and] as tools for researching elusive areas within humanistic and transpersonal psychology” (Friedman, 2006, p. 39; Grob & Bossis, 2017).

The shift in perspective from looking at psychedelics simply as “drugs” and more as potential “medicines” offers psychiatry and medicine the opportunity to explore and discover how psychedelic consciousness can enhance the benefits of traditional psychotherapy (Ellens & Roberts, 2015; Sessa, 2012). Psychedelics have documented therapeutic value in the treatment of substance abuse, cancer, and the death anxiety of terminally ill patients (Winkelman & T. Roberts, 2007) and facilitate transformative effects that persist over time (Griffiths et al., 2006, 2008, 2011). As an element in educational and professional learning, psychedelics offer the opportunity for rich forms of experiential learning that promote personal and spiritual growth (T. Roberts, 2017; Stasko, Rao, & Pilley, 2012; Tupper, 2003). In the words of consciousness researcher Ismael Apud (2016), psychedelics open up the prospect that, “changing the brain’s chemistry allows us access to different spiritual realities” (p. 150).




Are Psychedelic Drugs Capable of Inducing Genuine Mystical Experiences?


Psychedelic researcher William Richards (2009) identified six experiential qualities derived from an analysis of written descriptions of persons who reported experiencing mystical states of consciousness following ingestion of a psychedelic drug (e.g., LSD, mescaline, psilocybin, MDMA, ayahuasca). They are “(a) Unity, (b) Transcendence of Time and Space, (c) Intuitive Knowledge (the noetic quality), (d) Sacredness or Awesomeness, (e) Deeply-Felt Positive Mood—love, purity, peace, joy, and (f) Ineffability and Paradoxicality” (p. 140). Are psychedelic drugs, then, capable of inducing mystical experiences? Transpersonal psychiatrist Roger Walsh (2003) answered, “Yes, psychedelics can induce genuine mystical experiences, but only sometimes, in some people, under some circumstances” (p. 2). Religious scholar Huston Smith (1964) noted that, “there are innumerable drug experiences that have no religious features.… This proves that not all drug experiences are religious; it does not prove that no drug experiences are religious” (pp. 520–523).

Psychedelics such as LSD, mescaline, psilocybin, MDMA, DMT, ketamine, ibogaine, and ayahuasca, when intentionally used to facilitate spiritual experiences (termed entheogens or “psychoactive sacramental”) apparently can facilitate powerful transcendent and mystical experiences that were previously only available to advanced contemplatives, meditators, and yogis (T. Roberts, 2001; Smith, 2000). As an element of religious ritual, psychedelics arguably have the potential of moving religion from a word-based faith to an experience-based spirituality grounded in transcendental/mystical states of consciousness (“neurospirituality,” Langlitz, 2013; “pharmatheology,” T. Roberts, 2012, 2013, 2016).




Psychedelic Consciousness Without Drugs and Holotropic Breathwork


Stanislav Grof and his wife Christina Grof developed a nondrug technique called Holotropic Breathwork (HB) that appears to be capable of producing psychedelic-like experiences through a combination of physical relaxation, sensory restriction, rapid breathing, soothing music, and massage within a safe, supportive setting (S. Grof & C. Grof, 2010; Rock et al., 2015). The same transpersonal realms are accessible using either a drug or nondrug approach and do not appear to be simply an artifact of the method used to produce them.

A distinguishing feature of HB is that it initiates a psychedelic-like experience that brings the ego along on the journey, so to speak, so that it can integrate the ongoing experience as part of the organization of the immediate operating personality. Stanislav and Christina Grof established a number of facilitator-training programs to instruct people how to assist clients to experience nondrug “expanded” states of consciousness (Sparks, 2016). Research studies evaluating the therapeutic efficacy of Holotropic Breathwork suggest that it can be a powerful psychotherapeutic method for the treatment of substance use disorders and related behavioral or mental disorders (e.g., death anxiety, generalized anxiety disorder, low self-esteem, major depressive disorders, migraine, negative mood states, PTSD, suicidal thoughts) (K. Taylor, 2003, 2008).






Hypnotic Consciousness



All of the characteristics that Arnold Ludwig (1966) identified as defining features of an ASC—alterations in thinking, disturbed time sense, loss of control, change in emotional expression, body image change, perceptual distortions, change in meaning or significance, sense of the ineffable, feelings of rejuvenation, hyper-suggestibility—can be intentionally elicited and deliberately evoked by (hypnotic) suggestion either hypnotist- or self-applied (Leskowitz, 2000). It was for this reason that Frederic W. H. Myers (1886c) viewed hypnotism, “as above all things a method of psychological experiment (rather than as a mere physiological curiosity, or as a therapeutic agency)” (p. 5) and the premier method of an experimental psychology of the unconscious “as detailed and exact as in any other natural science” (p. 1).



Transpersonal Potentialities of Deep Hypnosis


Hypnotism is a useful tool for the experimental investigation of the transpersonal potentialities of consciousness, especially in individuals capable of reaching very deep levels of hypnosis (i.e., the “hypnotic virtuoso” who successfully performs at least 11 out of 12 suggested hypnotic behaviors on more than one standard scale of hypnotic susceptibility; Green, Lynn, & Carlson, 1992; Register & Kihlstrom, 1986). Parapsychologist Etzel Cardeña (2005), for example, reported that qualitatively different phenomena arise spontaneously and unsuggested at very deep levels of hypnosis for hypnotic virtuosos compared to the experiences of less hypnotically susceptible individuals. People capable of deep to very deep levels of hypnosis reported having mystical-like experiences such as experiencing the void (“for a while I was just total nothing”), merging with a pure light of energy (“I am not matter anymore….I’m just energy”), profound feelings of love and freedom, deep sense of potentiality, meaningfulness, insight, and connectedness, and being “in another plane of reality” (pp. 48–49).

The transpersonal experiences at very deep levels of hypnosis reported by Cardeña (2005) correspond with Milton Erickson’s (1952) and Charles Tart’s (1970) description of phenomena that occur at deep levels of hypnosis. These include experiences of “1) nonawareness of the body and breathing, 2) absolute blackness, 3) waning of sense of identity and ego-awareness, 4) increased sense of potential, 5) alterations in time sense, 6) loss of spontaneous mental activity, and 7) a feeling of oneness with the universe” (cited in Cardeña, 2005, pp. 38–39). We are dealing with the very nature of creativity in such trance states (Krippner, 1972b) and its transpersonal potentialities deserve further study.






Meditative Consciousness



Meditative consciousness can be defined as a state of mind in which mental processes are brought under voluntary control and specific mental qualities such as awareness, insight, concentration, equanimity, and love are cultivated (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, pp. 52–53; D. Shapiro & Walsh, 1984). It is a state of internally focused, evenly suspended attention within the context of a body awareness situated in the here-and-now that can give rise to an experience of inner calm and peace (Walsh, 1977).

The varieties of meditative consciousness are a function of the different systems of meditation (e.g., insight meditation, mindfulness meditation, zazen [sitting] meditation, Transcendental Meditation; Buddhaghosa, 1976; Goleman, 1988). There are numerous “How to Meditate” books on the market that people can use to learn the art of meditative consciousness (e.g., Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987; Hanh, 1987; Kabat-Zinn, 1994; LeShan, 1975; Ram Dass, 1990; Salzberg & Goldstein, 2001; Walsh, 1999a). Skill at meditation is a developmental process (Kjellgren & Taylor, 2008) and different stages of meditative awareness unfold during the course of meditative practice (Wilber, 1994b). Most meditative states can be distinguished from simple bodily relaxation techniques (e.g., yoga, massage, energy manipulations, bodywork, use of alcohol), while other meditative states (e.g., Transcendental Meditation (TM) have been found to be physiologically and phenomenologically similar to hypnosis in certain respects (Barmark & Gaunitz, 1979).

The widespread use of evidence-based mindfulness practices and holistic mind-body-spirit practices in healthcare settings today (e.g., martial arts, yoga) is part of the legacy of Transpersonal Psychology (Davidson & Dimidjian, 2015; Judy, 2018; Walsh & Shapiro, 2006; Walsh & Vaughan, 2018). It is a transformative practice known to produce many beneficial physiological and psychological effects on the bodymind (Murphy & Donovan, 1997; Walsh et al., 1978; West, 2016). Some therapists who are Aikido practitioners report that Aikido is an effective a tool for reconciling conflict (Friedman, 2015b). Other therapists report their Aikido practice has helped them become better therapists by developing evenly suspended attention and a nonjudgmental awareness of the here-and-now. It has aided in the cultivation of better listening skills and increased awareness of clients’ nonverbal communications (Faggianelli & Lukoff, 2006). The full transformative, transpersonal potential of meditative consciousness is arguably disclosed not in meditation’s use as a discrete technique for the cultivation of the skill of mindfulness, however, but in the development of an individual’s moral and spiritual character embodied in the totality of Buddha’s teachings (dhamma), including the practicing of generosity, ethical and moral behavior, wisdom, loving kindness, compassion, and nonharming (Khong & Segall, 2021).



The Transpersonal Potentialities of Meditative Consciousness


Meditation is a contemplative practice that facilitates the occurrence of transpersonal states of consciousness in some individuals (Goleman, 1988). Classical Buddhism speaks of the meditation process as an approach to transcendent knowledge and the attainment of ultimate states of consciousness (Das, 2009; J. White, 1972). Daniel Goleman (1971) has hypothesized that when the “special psychophysiological state of rest and pure awareness one can reach in meditation… become fused into the waking activities of the meditator” that a “fifth state of consciousness” is produced that characterizes experiences such as enlightment and transcendent self-actualization (pp. 16–22).

These figuratively “higher” states of consciousness are known by many names—the “peace that passeth all understanding” (St. Paul), cosmic consciousness (R. M. Bucke), satori or kensho (Zen Buddhism), samadhi or moksha (Yoga), the absolute Tao (Taoism), transcendental unconscious (Merton), peak-experience (Maslow), fana (Sufis), objective consciousness (Gurdjieff), the Inner light (Quakers), Individuation (Jung), the I-Thou relationship (Buber), the Great Realization (Aurobindo). Whatever name is given it, there is general agreement that it is an experience of



A self-transforming perception of one’s total union with the infinite. It is beyond time and space. It is an experience of timelessness which is eternity, of unlimited unity with all creation. One’s socially conditioned sense of “me” is shattered and swept away by a new definition of the self, the I. In that redefinition of self, I equals all mankind, all life and the universe. The usual ego boundaries break down, and the ego passes beyond the limits of the body.

(White, 1972, pp. vii–viii)




The experience of the “Great Realization,” for instance, is reported to affect not only waking consciousness but also dreaming states of consciousness and to involve the capacity of maintaining heightened awareness in unbroken continuity throughout a 24-hour period of waking, dreaming, and deep sleep (Gackenbach, Cranson, & Alexander, 1986). Such transpersonal potentialities of meditative consciousness deserve further study.






Dreaming Consciousness





Dream Anthropology


The importance of dreams for a person varies across his or her lifetime and as a function of the culture in which the dreamer lives (Moody, 2011). Transpersonal anthropologist Charles Laughlin (2013b) introduced the term dream anthropology as the study of “how dreams are experienced, expressed, and used by society” (p. 64). Different cultures have different attitudes toward nonordinary states of consciousness and its relationship to mental health (Ward, 1989). Dreams are more important in some cultures than in others and cultures differ in the degree to which the experiences of dream life are incorporated into a society’s structure and function (Shulman & Stroumsa, 1999).

On the one hand, Western culture is rooted in what Charles Laughlin (2013a) termed a monophasic (single phase or single state of consciousness) culture that tends to use the waking state of consciousness as its starting point for understanding the nature of dreams and interprets all dreaming activity from that waking state perspective. Monophasic cultures have made a great division between waking and dreaming consciousness through artificial sleeping habits structured by its use of time. This division has contributed to the difficulty of incorporating experiences of dreamtime into waking life.

Polyphasic (i.e., multiple phases or states of consciousness) cultures of the Middle East, Asia, and the southern hemisphere, on the other hand, tend to “value dreams and treat them as part of reality” (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, p. 124). Polyphasic cultures accept nonordinary states of consciousness as part of its social fabric and use the dream self as a starting point from which to perceive and understand waking life (Tonkinson, 2013). From the perspective of polyphasic cultures, nonordinary states of consciousness offer an alternative perspective of physical reality that is as valid and legitimate as normal waking consciousness (Laughlin & Throop, 2001).

Aspect Psychology proposed that if waking and dreaming were more systematically integrated in monophasic cultures, then the benefits of nightly dreams would become more available to waking life (Roberts, 1974, pp. 301–310). Naps would be integrated more frequently into waking life following the pattern of daily 90–120–minute ultradian rhythms so that dreaming life and waking life are more easily and gracefully blended into each other in a give-and-take that enriches each state of consciousness.




Waking and Dreaming Consciousness: Connections and Continuity


The dreaming state of consciousness does not exist in isolation from normal waking consciousness as the literal meaning of the word “daydreaming” suggests (Klinger, 2009). Aspect Psychology (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 3) proposed that imagination serves as a channel or conduit connecting waking awareness with the universe of dreams and with ongoing dreaming activity that is occurring at subconscious levels that “often restates dream data and applies it to particular circumstances or problems within the physical universe” (p. 189). Like ideas and mental imagery, imagination is another example of a basically nonphysical reality whose “effects may appear within matter but is of itself not composed of matter” (p. 189) that can lead to actual transformation of the human cultural world.

Both daydreaming and nightly dreaming have much in common and serve different func tions in the development of consciousness in childhood than it does in old age (Foulkes, 1999; Moody, 2011). Dreamtime spills out into the world of waking consciousness in the locations of geophysical sacred spaces, in “big” dreams, in dream therapy, and the use of “lucid” dreams as problem-solving devices in daily waking life (Krippner, 1990). Dreaming consciousness arguably affords a different and more “objective” perspective of the nature of human consciousness that is “outside” the normal waking state and freed from the limitations and distortions of the physical senses (Roberts, 1986a).

Aspect Psychology proposed that one reason why the dreamer often finds dreams so unintelligible upon awakening is because the dreamer automatically compares dream events with what occurs in normal waking life. Dream objects, locations, and events, however, are not subject to the root reality-assumptions that govern the behavior of physical objects, locations, and events in the waking state. Dreams unfold according to emotional associations that linear logic cannot follow. Dreams occur in a different kind of space, involve a different kind of time, and possess a reality that the physical senses cannot perceive. Just because the apple you dreamed about disappears when you wake up does not mean the dream apple did not exist. It simply means that you did not experience it or perceive it using the physical senses and that in the waking state you are not physically aware of the actuality of its existence.


MYTHIC LANDSCAPES

The “spilling over” of dreamtime into physical reality is illustrated in how some topo-graphical features can take the form of sacred spaces that Paul Devereux (2013) referred to as “mythic geographies or mindscapes” (p. 51). Venerated physical locations used for ritual and ceremonial activities (e.g., Stonehenge in England, the Lascaux Caves in France), places where culturally important mythical or actual historical events occurred, and landscapes possessing a numinous quality are examples where dreamtime spills out into topographical features of the natural world (Ashmore & Knapp, 1999; Maier, Musholt, & Stava, 2019).



“BIG” DREAMS

Just as the personality reacts to and is changed by extraordinary experience in waking life, the personality also reacts to and is changed by extraordinary dreams. Sometimes those dreams become a part of the field of consciousness of waking life, coloring everything that happens during the day to influence waking behavior, and are remembered for a lifetime. These are what Carl Jung (1960e [1945]) called “big” or “meaningful” dreams that come from deeper levels of the collective unconscious and “occur mostly during the critical phases of life, in early youth, puberty, at the onset of middle age (thirty-six to forty), and within sight of death” (p. 290). Stanley Krippner, Fariba Bogzaran, and André de Carvalho (2002) provide an overview of unusual, extraordinary “big” dreams and offer suggestions about how to elicit such dreams and productively work with them. One’s dreamtime can provide a gateway to transformative levels of awareness, especially when dreamwork is combined with Jungian active imagination techniques of dream interpretation (Chodorow, 1997; Hannah, 1981; R. Johnson, 1986).



DREAM THERAPY

The power of dreams to influence normal waking consciousness is acknowledged whenever dream therapy is utilized in the clinical setting. Dream therapy offers the individual an opportunity to use the dreaming process to act out possibilities and try out alternatives within dreams, sometimes long-term ones, in order to avoid psychological difficulties and physical illnesses in daily life (Tholey, 1988). With proper intention and appropriate suggestion, dreaming can be utilized for healing purposes as when you suggest to the unconscious as you are falling asleep that you will have a therapeutic dream that gives insight into a particular problem that is troubling you and that you will recall upon awakening in the morning (Barasch, 2000; Garfield, 1991).

Jungian-oriented clinical psychologist and art therapist Jill Mellick (2001) presented exercises for working with dreams as both a therapeutic tool and as a form of high creative play (see also Ashley, 1990). Dream interpretation does not have to be a solo individual affair. William Stimson (2012, pp. 67–72) described the steps of the Montague Ullman experiential dream group process that illustrates how dream interpretation can proceed within the context of structured group settings (Ullman, 1996; Ullman & Limmer, 1999).



LUCID DREAMING

Lucid dreaming—the phenomenon of when an individual becomes “awake” in their dream and is aware of the fact they are dreaming while sleeping—is of interest to transpersonal psychologists because of its potential as a form of dream therapy (LaBerge, 1985; Gackenbach & LaBerge, 1988). A new kind of consciousness is formed when the waking self and dreaming self merge to some extent. There are different kinds of lucid dreaming experience just as there are individual differences in other kinds of experience (DeGracia & LaBerge, 2000; LaBerge & Rheingold, 1990). Training in lucid dreaming has been successfully used as a treatment for nightmares to banish threatening dream characters (Spoormaker & Van Den Bout, 2006; Stumbrys & Erlacher, 2017) and as a way to creatively solve wake-a-day problems in the dream state (Stumbrys & Daniels, 2010).

Transpersonal experiences are reportedly elicited in the lucid dream state that profoundly transform the dreamer, such as experiencing the Divine (Bogzaran, 1991), kundalini and states of nonduality (Esser, 2014), and the inner self (Waggoner, 2008). Tadas Stumbrys (2018) provided an overview of historical developments and current advances in lucid dream research. He explained how lucid dreaming “is a transpersonal experience in itself which can be mapped and explored, and also used as a gateway to facilitate further transpersonal and mystical experiences” (p. 176).

A variety of cognitive, external stimulation, and drug methods have been developed that claim to reliably produce lucid dreams, but few have been empirically demonstrated to do so with any consistency (see Stumbrys et al., 2012, for a review). Some techniques will work better than others. For instance, give yourself the following self-suggestion some night as you fall asleep.


Try telling yourself that you will pretend you are awake while you sleep. Suggest that instead of falling asleep, you will come into another kind of wakefulness. Try to imagine that you are awake when you sleep. On other occasions when you go to bed, lie down and settle yourself, but as you fall asleep imagine that you are awakening the next morning.

(Roberts, 1979, p. 51)



At the present time, it remains a trial-and-error process to find the right approach to elicit a lucid dream that will consistently work for any one person or group of people.







Conclusion


According to transpersonal pioneers Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1980a), Transpersonal Psychology “recognizes the potential for experiencing a broad range of states of consciousness, in some of which identity may extend beyond the usual limits of the ego and personality” (p. 16). Dynamic psychiatry and modern consciousness research have thrown light on the nature of such states of awareness and disclosed the existence of multiple layers of consciousness within the human psyche (Beahrs, 1983; Ellenberger, 1970; Grof, 1993; Tallis, 2012, pp. 171–172). What those investigations have discovered, and what ancient mystical traditions have confirmed, is that the conscious mind has the capacity to move through and beyond the margins of ordinary waking awareness to other layers of consciousness that provide access to new knowledge and capabilities that can benefit the conscious personality, if the person has the will and desire to do so (Bache, 2000a). Any psychology of the 21st century will need to take these other centers of consciousness and the transformative capacities that they support into consideration if it aspires to completeness (Barušs, & Mossbridge, 2017; Kelly et al., 2007).

The path to self-knowledge and cultivation of awareness of the transpersonal potentialities of the different modes of consciousness addressed in this chapter—mystical, psychedelic, hypnotic, meditative, and dreaming—begins with the study of one’s own embodied awareness. The same resources that serve so well in daily life—an intelligent, reasoning conscious mind; a strong, confident, and flexible personal ego; disciplined effort balanced with creative spontaneity—are needed in this endeavor. If you have faith in yourself, are fairly competent and content with your life, are open to new ideas, and not overly dependent on specific religious or scientific dogmas for explanations of what you experience, then you should have little difficulty. If your curiosity and creative abilities make you flexible enough so that learning can take place, then you are in a good position to explore and discover the “unknown” reality of your own psyche. If you have a meaningful framework in which to understand or correlate your experience, then no artificial dangers need occur.

The fact that you are an embodied consciousness means that the body, your body, will always play a role in such adventures of consciousness. Just as your present consciousness rises from transpersonal (beyond ego) dimensions beyond those easily accessible in conscious terms, so does the vitality, strength, and aliveness of your present body have its source and derives its energy from deeper realities that manifest themselves in the transpersonal nature of the physical body that is discussed in the next chapter.








Chapter 8


Biological Foundations
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I. The Transpersonal Body

We each have our own consciousness and we each have our own body. Transpersonal Psychology is interested in the nature of the relationship between the two and what is traditionally known as the “mind–body problem.” Conventional psychological science tends to think of the body and mind as either identical (i.e., you are your physical body and brain and when your body and brain dies, then your consciousness dies along with it) or as completely divided (i.e., the body, being composed of physical matter, has no consciousness of its own—only mind experiences, not matter—and mind, being a nonphysical byproduct of the brain, cannot affect the material body.

With reality divided into a world of concepts (mind-spirit) and a world of flesh (body-matter), it is difficult to see how any valid interactions can occur between them. Yet quite physical effects on the corporeal body of nonphysical meanings and intentions have been observed to occur throughout the history of psychosomatic medicine (Dunbar, 1954 [1935]; Levenson, 2019). From the perspective of conventional biological psychology, however, such mind–body interactions remain mindless and explained simply as a manifestation of the brain’s physical response to physical stress (e.g., Baloh, 2021). Mind or consciousness (X) is really just brain or body (Y). The situation, however, is much more complicated than that.




Body Illusions





The Solid Body


Examine for a moment your experience of your own body. You experience your body as solid just as you perceive all other physical matter in the environment. The body you perceive as being so solid and the very senses that make such a deduction possible, however, are composed of atoms and molecules literally coming together to form the organs—the result of the behavior of swiftly moving particles, spinning in a cloud of constant motion and activity, orbiting each other in great exchanges of energy, with the atoms themselves composed almost totally of thin air and the electrons that are directing their motion separated from the nucleus by a vast expanse of empty space.




The Stable Body


The body you perceive as being so stable is made up of completely different atoms and molecules than it was composed of 5 years ago, with new bone cells, skin cells, stomach cells, liver cells, taste cells, and olfactory neurons continually being replaced over the course of days, weeks, and months (Chopra, 1990, pp. 48–49). As biologist Lyall Watson (1979) put it, “A different person looks back at you each morning from the mirror” (p. 100). Given the physio-chemical flux and complete turnover and renewal of biological material that composes the human body every 6 months or so, the question arises: What keeps the body in the same form and shape throughout all this ceaseless and unmitigated change of material and metabolic activity, filling an electromagnetic pattern of flesh (Ravitz, 2002)?




The Separate Body


The body that you perceive as being so separate from other objects is composed of the same physical “stuff” as all other matter in the universe—electrons, protons, and neutrons—appropriately arranged in different molecular organizations and densities. The apparent boundary layer of skin, which is itself alive and breathes, is a necessary connective tissue through which constant interchanges take place between your body and the seemingly empty space outside as it receive nutrients from the air and sunlight without which the body could not exist or survive.

Each breath you exhale flows out from what you are, passing into the world that seems to be not you. Each breath you inhale “has millions of molecules breathed recently by each and every one of the 5 billion people on earth and any living thing that breathes—cows, horses, snakes, birds, bees, and so forth” (Dossey, 1991, p. 108). Physically, portions of yourself leave your body and intermix with elements of the environment constantly, so that the molecular components of the body’s cells may become a part of the cells of a plant or an animal, and vice versa. All boundaries are momentary boundaries of function, apparent boundaries caused by physical senses that limit what might otherwise be perceived of the pattern that connects.




The Mechanical Body


The body that you perceive to be a complex machine with interchangeable parts that runs itself pretty much on its own, seemingly independent of your wishes and desires and that you have come to look upon as if you somehow stood apart from it—that body, your body, is an alive, vital, growing organism responsive not only to environmental stimuli but also to your every thought and feeling. The cells that compose your body grow, divide and multiply, collaborate and communicate with each other, exchange material with each other, excrete waste material, accommodate to changes in physical environments and evolve. What machine do you know that can do all that?

Physical survival and sanity itself, however, would seem to require that we accept and embrace these body illusions as real if we are to get on with the business of daily living. Brain scientist Jill Bolte Taylor (2008) recounted her experiences of a massive stroke that involved a major cerebral hemorrhage in the left hemisphere of her brain at the age of 37. Her story provides unique insight into what it is like to have all of the body illusions of solidity, stability, separateness, and mechanicalness melt away like snow on a hot stove. Taylor’s experience of her body as intangible, fluid, alive, and as something without boundaries is something akin to madness (or Enlightenment). The body’s exterior appearance as solid, stable, separate, mechanical, and mindless may be an illusion when considered from a certain point of view, but it is nevertheless a highly useful illusion that must be maintained if one is to function successfully in physical existence and in the human cultural world.

The body illusions are of interest to transpersonal psychologists because, on the one hand, they illustrate how our sensory experience of the world and of our body is an actively constructed interpretation or “illusion” that prevents us from seeing things as they truly are, assuming that modern physics presents such a picture. On the other hand, the body illusions are quite real and must be dealt with. In important respects, the exterior illusion is the form that interior reality takes as a result of being perceived by particular perceptive mechanisms. Illusion and reality cannot really be separated from one another in those terms. Look within and beneath the illusion and the basic inner reality of which it is composed will be found.






Evidence of Human Transformative Capacity



Body illusions provide a glimpse into the transpersonal potentialities of the human body—that is, the physical organism’s inherent ability to draw upon various forms of “life-energy” (Jung’s phrase) and richly form from itself a broad range of transformative capacities and exceptional functioning that extends biological processes beyond their usual physiological parameters in creative, meaningful, and purposeful ways (Murphy, 1992; Jung, 1960d [1928]). Evidence for the transpersonal nature of the body can be found in a wide range of psychosomatic phenomena whereby mind affects physical matter (Murphy, 1992).

Examples include the healing power of belief and expectation in the placebo response (Benedetti, 2014), the biological pertinence of spiritual faith in medically inexplicable cures and religious charisms (François, Sternberg, & Fee, 2012), and the body’s ability to heal itself in spontaneous remissions (O’Regan & Hirshberg, 1993). They consist of changing “unchangeable” bodily processes by (hypnotic) suggestion (Barber, 1984), psychophysical plasticity in multiple personality disorder (Greaves, 1980), and mind modulation of the autonomic nervous system in biofeedback (Schwartz & Andrasik, 2017). They embrace healing beyond the body by distant healing intention (Braud, 2003b), and other phenomena such as voodoo death (Cannon, 1942), sudden death syndrome (Engel, 1971), and Yogic siddhis (Radin, 2013). What these phenomena demonstrate is the influence of meaning, intention, and expectation on biological functioning, rather than the other way around, and offer a net of evidence for the proposition that mind does indeed affect matter and that beliefs about the body become expressed by changes in the body.



The Placebo Response: The Healing Power of Belief and Expectation


In an article titled, “Psychological Variables in Human Cancer” psychiatrist Bruno Klopfer (1957) reported the case of Mr. Wright whose remarkable recovery, relapse, and second recovery of lymphatic cancer is an evocative demonstration of the unity of body and psyche. It documents how the body’s capacity for physical transformation can be triggered into action by belief and expectation to rid the body of any disease, including cancer. In the medical literature, Mr. Wright’s experience of healing is construed to be an instance of the “placebo effect.” What is the placebo effect? “If a physician gives you a pill that contains no ingredients known to influence your rash, your cold symptoms, or your pain, for example, but you experience relief from whatever ails you, that’s the ‘placebo effect’” (O’Regan & Hirshberg, 1993, p. 40).

Hypnotherapist Ernest Rossi (1986) states that “the most carefully controlled clinical studies of placebos with humans consistently find that about one-third of the patients received more than 50% relief” (p. 15). The placebo effect is considered so reliable that “no drug can be marketed in the United States unless it has been evaluated against a placebo [because] the difference between the effectiveness of the drug and the effectiveness of the placebo is considered to be a measure of the drug’s actual effectiveness” (S. E. Taylor, 2006, p. 260). Placebos (from the Latin, meaning “I shall please”) can mimic the effects of active drugs and may reverse a drug’s action if the person expects it to do so (Sobel, 1990). As positive suggestions play their part in health, so do negative suggestions play their part in illness (i.e., nocebos; Colloca & Miller, 2011).

The placebo effect arguably operates in response to emotionally intense intent and vivid meaning evoked by total belief and expectation in an outcome, as long as no countering suggestions or beliefs are present that may be obstacles in its way (Klopfer, 1957; Maltz, 1960). In this way, “belief becomes biology” (Cousins, 1989, p. 1). Medical disorders susceptible to placebo-induced relief are wide ranging. They include angina pectoris, asthma, cancer, diabetes, hay fever, hypertension, insomnia and other sleep difficulties, migraine headache, multiple sclerosis, pain, Parkinsonism, peptic ulcer, radiation sickness, rheumatoid arthritis, and warts (Hurley, 1991, pp. 28–31). Placebo-induced relief also occurs for psychiatric disorders such as anxiety, depression, and schizophrenia (Murphy, 1992, pp. 246–256).

The physical organism’s amazingly specific response to an inert placebo is an indication of the body’s highly discriminating ability to direct and use its energy to initiate and manipulate highly complex physiological processes. As Norman Cousins (1981) put it, “The placebo does not have imaginary effects though it operates through the imagination” (p. 217). The subjective nature of the placebo phenomenon does not make it any less real. Harnessing the power of the placebo effect for healing offers mind–body medicine an opportunity to conceive and explore a new model of the mind–body relationship (Crane, 2016; Grant, 2005; Moerman, 2002).




Medically Inexplicable (“Miracle”) Cures and Charismatic Phenomena: Biological Pertinence of Religious Faith


Some of the most powerful beliefs that turn on the body’s healing system are those that embody religious faith. These include the extraordinary psychophysical transformations that can accompany intense religious devotion that result in sudden, permanent, and complete cures of a long-lasting organic condition for which no medical treatment can be held responsible. Cures of physical disorders documented as “medically inexplicable” at religious shrines such as Lourdes, for instance, are far ranging (Dowling, 1984; Garner, 1974; Murphy, 1992, pp. 267–271; O’Regan, 1991). They include ulcers on hands, feet and legs with extensive gangrene; anterolateral spinal sclerosis; tuberculosis; peritonitis; leg and abdominal tumors; dorsolumbar spondylitis; blindness of cerebral origin; bilateral optic atrophy; multiple sclerosis; and sarcoma of the pelvis (e.g., Neilan, 2013).

A rigorous retrospective analysis of 411 reported medical cures between 1909 and 1914 and 25 cures certified by medical authorities between 1947 and 1976 identified 17 cases to be genuine and medically inexplicable cures by modern medical criteria (François, Sternberg, & Fee, 2012). If it can be presumed that health is a natural state of being, then the documented medically inexplicable healings do not happen in contradiction to the laws of nature, but only in contradiction to that which is known to us as nature, and may simply reflect the laws of nature operating unhampered.

Charismatic phenomena of Catholic saints and mystics, Eastern yogis, and indigenous shamans are another category of transformative capacities reported throughout history in different cultures that accompany intense forms of religious belief and devotional practice. Documented charisms include teleportation, luminous phenomena, bodily elongation, stigmata, incendium amoris, the odor of sanctity, bodily incorruption, absence of cadaveric rigidity, and living without eating (Haraldsson, 1987; Murphy, 1992, pp. 464–526; Schimberg, 1947; Thurston, 1952). These transformative capacities of the human body do not occur only in religious contexts. Many of them have been reportedly performed by modern psychics (e.g., 19th-century medium Daniel Douglas Homes; Braude, 1997) as Christian mystics and Hindu sages were also renowned for their psychic abilities (Rogo, 1982). A paranormal (psi) explanation (e.g., self-applied telepathy and psychokinesis) for cases of documented charisms and medically inexplicable cures at Lourdes, therefore, should not be ruled out a priori.




Spontaneous Remission: The Body’s Innate Ability to Heal Itself


A related self-healing phenomenon is spontaneous remission which refers to “the disappearance, complete or incomplete, of a disease or cancer without medical treatment or with treatment that is considered inadequate to produce the resulting disappearance of disease symptoms or tumor” (O’Regan & Hirshberg, 1993, p. 2; K. Turner, 2014). Brendan O’ Regan and Caryle Hirshberg (1993) have assembled “the largest database of medically reported cases of spontaneous remission in the world, with more than 3,500 references, from more than 800 journals in 20 different languages” (p. 3). This form of self-healing has been reported for practically all medically known disorders and diseases, including: cancers; endocrine, nutritional and metabolic diseases; genitourinary system disorders; immunity disorders; infectious and parasitic diseases; musculoskeletal disorders; nervous system and sense organ disorders; respiratory and digestive system disorders; and skin diseases.

The phenomenon of spontaneous remission is evidence that the physical organism is equipped, ideally speaking, to rid itself of any disease. Spontaneous remissions are preceded by a complex range of events and antecedent stimuli that one would not expect to cure a person of normally fatal diseases (e.g., heat (fever), pregnancy, menopause). According to Brendan O’Regan (1991), “Biopsy [and surgery] can be part of the process of inducing remission somehow. When you intervene in one area, it sets up a process which can help in another” (p. 50).




Hypnotism: Changing “Unchangeable” Bodily Processes by Suggestion


Hypnotic phenomena are another source of converging evidence for the physical organism’s innate ability to expand its biological processes beyond their taken-for-granted parameters of physiological functioning in response to mental intention and meaning. Mind modulation of so-called “unchangeable” autonomic nervous, endocrine, and immune system functioning has been observed to occur for some (but not all) highly hypnotizable individuals as a result of individuals’ willingness to suspend certain beliefs and acquiesce to accept momentarily other beliefs (Barber, 1984; Murphy, 1992, pp. 291–349; Rossi, 1986; Rossi & Cheek, 1988; Sarbin & Slagle, 1979).

Genes are believed to be permanent, irrevocable blueprints for bodily processes whose expression is not susceptible to manipulation or control by either thought or emotion. Yet suggestions received following administration of a standard hypnotic induction procedure have been shown to cure virus-caused warts and genetically related diseases, such as congenital ichthyosis (Brocq’s disease; Barber, 1984). In congenital ichthyosis, the outer layer of skin forms a thick, hardened, scaly surface that resembles the skin of a fish or a reptile such as an alligator. There is no known medical or surgical treatment for this genetic disorder. Nevertheless, a highly hypnotizable patient succeeded in healing the disease on one portion of his body at a time until all of the scaly skin was gone—as if the mind knew how to precisely target the correct portion of the body needed to carry out the suggestions. Permanent improvement of the skin was observed in this individual for 60–70% of the body over a period of 4 years (A. Mason, 1952).

In the case of the fishskin boy, we have evidence of a thought tapping into the nucleus of a cell and its 46 chromosomes and then into the estimated 100,000 genes in each cell that provide the blueprint for the synthesis of some 50,000 proteins which are presumed responsible for the genetic disorder. The case of the fishskin boy demonstrates that so-called “programmed” genetic activity and chemicals within the cells can be altered or changed not only by epigenetic conditions in the environment (e.g., nuclear accidents) but also by the meanings and ideas communicated to them by a person who is willing to acquiesce to the meanings or ideas embedded in the words spoken by another person (Barber, 1984).




Multiple Personality: Change the Self and Change the Body


The dissociative identity condition called multiple personality disorder (MPD) provides another source of evidence of the physical organism’s capacity to form from its own inner body consciousness a broad range of psychosomatic transformations (Braun, 1983; Braude, 1995; Dell & O’Neil, 2009; Hilgard, 1986; Putnam, 1984). Ego state experiments demonstrate that when different ego personalities are in control of the body, self-perception (e.g., physical appearance, age, voice quality), behaviors (e.g., skills, habits, vocabulary, performance on IQ and projective tests), and biological and chemical processes (visual acuity, EEG patterns, allergies, drug sensitivity, taste discrimination) may vary considerably (Greaves, 1980). Jacqueline Damgaard (1987) summarizes the hallmark findings of MPD ego-state experiments in the following evocative portrait.


In the same physical body an adult ego state who smokes, wears glasses, is right-handed, good at math, allergic to sulfur, diabetic, and possesses a normal IQ can exist alongside a child ego state who has never smoked, has 20/20 vision, is left-handed, paints, has no medication allergies, is not diabetic, and scores in the 130s on the same IQ test.

(p. 128)



These provocative demonstrations of personality action show what can occur when a different system of beliefs related to self-image alternately takes over the conscious mind and is reflected in the physical body itself. These autonomic, endocrine, and immunological changes are caused by the transition of identity states, and not the other way around. A change of self creates a change in the body.

Interestingly, many of the somatic alterations observed in MPD were discovered and reproduced by the pioneers of experimental hypnosis at the turn of the century (Ellenberger, 1970; M. Prince, 1978 [1905]). The received wisdom of biological psychology is that traits and complex metabolic and cellular processes which have genetic “determinants,” such as handedness, color-blindness, visual acuity, intelligence, and allergic responses, cannot undergo sudden shifts once established, especially by stimuli as intangible as self-image or self-concept—yet they do occur during shifts in MPD identity states.




Biofeedback: Mind Modulation of the Autonomic Nervous System


One of the most consistently applied behavioral technologies designed to control and direct mind modulation of the autonomic (involuntary) nervous system via imagery is biofeedback (Green, Green, & Walters, 1970; Kamiya, 1972; Schwartz & Andrasik, 2017). Biofeedback provides another category of evidence for the voluntary control of internal states and the mindful nature of the human body. In traditional forms of instrumented biofeedback, information obtained from instruments (e.g., sensors attached to the skin) can be presented in the form of feedback (e.g., an auditory tone that varies in pitch or a visual display that varies in brightness) as the biological process being monitored increases or decreases in functioning.

Biofeedback research has demonstrated that a broad range of autonomic nervous system bodily functioning once believed to be beyond voluntary control can be brought under conscious control when ongoing activity of these physiological processes is converted to sensory stimuli and provided as “feedback” to waking awareness (Murphy, 1992, pp. 350–368). Theoretically, any physiological process that can be continuously amplified, displayed, and monitored is potentially controllable via biofeedback instrumentation. According to transpersonal researcher Jeanne Achterberg (1985), “to date, there is evidence that every physical function that can be measured in this way can be controlled and regulated to some extent” (p. 99).

Once a particular biofeedback procedure for producing specific physiological states is thoroughly learned and mastered, then mechanical devices can be dispensed with (i.e., non-instrumented feedback). This has therapeutic applications for the development of transpersonal states of awareness, especially in clinical settings (Cade & Coxhead, 1979; Swingle, 2008). What is noteworthy is the degree of specificity of self-regulation that can be achieved after training in biofeedback procedures, and the ability to maintain such control without overt feedback. Somatic awareness and self-regulation mediated by visual imagery offers everyone an opportunity to develop capacities for inner perception of subtle bodily states that have been historically attributed only to practitioners of esoteric meditative and yogic disciplines (Murphy, 1992, pp. 464–477).




Distant Healing Intention: Healing Beyond the Body


If desire, wish, expectation, meaning, and intention can affect the physical matter of one’s own body—as documented in the placebo response, inexplicable medical cures, religious charisms, hypnotic suggestion, multiple personality shifts, and biofeedback—is there any evidence that mind can affect the matter of another’s body (i.e., distant healing intention; Braud, 2003b)? Transpersonal researcher Marilyn Schlitz (2014) provided a comprehensive overview of the state of research into the effectiveness of distant healing intention (DHI) on various kinds of diseases (e.g., heart disease, cancer). Her review of laboratory research and clinical trials presents a mixed picture. Although controlled laboratory studies provide some evidence for prayer’s effect on mice and plants, randomized, double-blind clinical trials on human beings do not provide consistent support for the effectiveness of DHI as an evidence-based treatment modality (see also Andreescu, 2011).

Schlitz (2014) observed that the problem of null results in experimental human studies may lie less with the DHI phenomenon than in “the way questions are asked, the methods that are employed, and the assumptions that guide the research” (p. 100). Evidence-based research protocols with their requirements for random selection from a clinical population, standardized operationalization of treatment, and randomized double-blind assignment to treatment conditions in control-group designs do not take into account the true complexity of the phenomenon being studied (Dossey, 1994; Krippner & Welch, 1992; Schlitz et al., 2003). In such rigorously controlled experiments, for example, healers are required to use prayers that diverge from their standard practice that they know has worked well for them in the past. There is no personal relationship between healer and patient. The inner experience and emotional state of the healer and patient are ignored or overlooked. When released from these artificial laboratory constraints, there does appear to be some clear evidence that distant mental influence operates for some individuals under certain conditions (Benor, 2001; Braud, 2003b; S. Schmidt, 2015; see also early experiments in telepathic hypnotism; Eisenbud, 1983, pp. 87–98; Myers, 1886b).






The Psychobiology of BodyMind (SomaPsyche) Communication



There is nothing magical or supernatural about the transformative capacities displayed by the human body in placebo healing responses, radical/spontaneous remissions, “miraculous” (medical) cures and charisms of Western saints and Eastern sages, changing “unchangeable” bodily processes by (hypnotic) suggestion, identity shifts in MPD, and mind modulation of autonomic nervous system functioning by biofeedback. Each phenomenon provides its own kind of converging evidence of the transpersonal potentialities of the human body and that mind affects matter—a possibility that profoundly disturbs the current materialistic philosophic stance of orthodox, Western psychology—pointing us to what Jeffrey Kripal (2019) referred to as “the new real” and “the future of knowledge” (p. 14).



Descartes’s Creative Error


These psychophysical phenomena suggest that it is a metaphysical, scientific, and creative error to separate matter from consciousness and consciousness from matter. What is called the “hard problem” of consciousness in cognitive neuroscience—how supposedly matterless mind and mindless matter can interact and give rise to conscious experience—remains a problem only as long as the hypothesis of a purely mindless brain and purely nonphysical consciousness is maintained. From an alternative perspective, mind and body, spirit and matter, form and mass are two interweaving processes that are physical and nonphysical at once. Neither one nor the other but both—this as well as that.

This is the middle way—both A and B yet neither A nor B, both A and not-A and both B and not-B, and yet neither. It involves a Narajunian kind of Indian logic that befuddles and then transcends the standard “excluded middle” reasoning of Aristotolian logic (either A or not-A, but not both) on which orthodox, Western psychology is built (Ganeri, 2001). These psychophysical phenomena disclose the artifactual nature of dividing the first-person experience of mind–body unity into separate third-person conceptual categories logically defined in isolation from each other. As William James (1909, pp. 203–213) noted, the mind–brain problem may simply be an artifact of the reasoning mind’s intellectualization of lived experience. Defining “body” and “mind” as a priori different categories artificially creates the problem of self-contradiction in logic that does not exist as a problem of experience.

Modern physical theory and experiment has consistently shown that the physical entities which compose one’s body—molecules, atoms, electrons, electromagnetic waves, and so forth—do not inherently possess the sensory qualities of solidity and stability, indivisibility and duration that we experience the body to have (Davies & Gribbin, 1992). The more that matter itself is explored, the more apparent it becomes that within it energy takes certain forms—organs, cells, molecules, atoms, electrons, positrons, quarks—each less physical than the last, each combining into electromagnetic patterns to form the matter of the body.

The body is as mental as the mind and the mind is as physical as the body, in other words. The spirit speaks with a physical voice and the corporeal body is a creation of the spirit—both existing as a part of and apart from each other at the same time (panentheism; Kripal, 2019, pp. 79–80). Under certain circumstances, mind and body purportedly can also exist and operate separately, even while we are alive (e.g., out-of-body projections and near-death experiences; Greyson, 2021). The mind/body connection still operates, however, in such experiences and is totally severed only after death.




The Bodymind: A Matter of Health and Illness


Health psychology has demonstrated that, in terms of bodily health and illness, one’s mental states are highly important (S. E. Taylor, 2006). The living body does not exist outside the psyche, but within it. As Norman Cousins (1981) observed, “What passes through the mind can produce alterations in the body” (p. 19). Thoughts and feelings form an interior environment to which the body responds. Beliefs that foster apathy, despair, or hopelessness are biologically destructive, causing the body to automatically suppress the immune system and lower bodily defenses, change body chemistry and alter hormonal balances, stressing the body’s innate vitality and natural defense system and initiating disease conditions (Herbert & Cohen, 1993). The dynamics of health and illness, therefore, can no longer adequately be understood from a biological standpoint alone. Mind–body medicine demonstrates that mind modulation of the central and peripheral nervous systems is substantial (Harrington, 2008). It is substantial enough to melt tumors through placebos, restore cancerous bone loss through religious faith, eliminate warts through hypnosis, alter physiological processes through shifts in self-image, and lower blood pressure through biofeedback.




The Science of Psychoneuroimmunology


Discoveries related to the impact of stress on health, the conditioning of the immune system, and the presence of brain neurotransmitters throughout the body laid the foundation for the research field called psychoneuroimmunology (PNI) (Halaris et al., 2019). PNI has documented the existence of biological bidirectional (feedback and feedforward) communication pathways between the central nervous system (brain and spinal cord) and the body’s immune system that are modulated by the brain’s hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis (Ader, Felton, & Cohen, 2000; Rossi, 1986). Such discoveries led one neuroscientist to suggest that “we need to start thinking about how consciousness can be projected into various parts of the body” (Pert, 2010, p. 16).

The PNI psychosomatic communication network arguably provides one physical pathway by which something nonphysical—such as ideas, emotions, meaning, and intent—can have empirical, observable, and detectable effects on the material body. The mind/body interface has been further substantiated through the research of Richard Davidson (Davidson et al., 2003) and Sara Lazar (Lazar et al., 2005) who showed how the brain is physically changed by psychological actions involved in the practice of mindfulness meditation. Ongoing discoveries in the field of PNI, coupled with further studies of psychosomatic transformations indicate that a strong distinction between the brain and the body is no longer tenable (but neither is an absolute, reductive identification of one into the other).





II. Life, Mind, and Consciousness




Mind Beyond the Brain



Placebo responses, medically inexplicable (miracle) cures, charismatic phenomena, spontaneous remissions, changing (“unchangeable”) bodily processes by (hypnotic) suggestion, psychophysiological changes accompanying shifts in MPD identity states, mind modulation of autonomic functioning via biofeedback, and distant healing intention effects are examples of transformative psychosomatic capacities. They all have important implications for advancing understanding of the biological foundations of Transpersonal Psychology and the transpersonal nature of the human body.

Ignoring or denying these phenomena as mere artifacts due to mistaken diagnoses of patients’ conditions, or as confounding nuisance variables contaminating research that need to be controlled or eliminated instead of encouraged, cultivated, and used for healing risks losing a deeper understanding of the true potential of one of the most powerful therapeutic psychological interventions available to humankind—the healing power of belief and the body’s innate ability to heal itself (transpersonal medicine; Lawlis, 2013; Lipton, 2005; W. Thompson, 2005).





Scientists’ Resistance to Scientific Discoveries



There are many reasons why scientists resist acknowledging scientific discoveries related to human transformative psychosomatic capacity (Barber, 1961). One reason is that—like the fear of paranormal (psi) functioning in general (Tart, 1982, 1984)—orthodox science finds the possibility that mind affects matter profoundly disturbing to its philosophic stance. The physicalist (materialistic) and deterministic (mechanistic) assumptions of conventional biological psychology presume that all physical disorders (e.g., cancer, ulcers, allergies, warts, heart disease) have purely physical causes (e.g., diet, smoking, lack of exercise, viruses, bacteria, faulty genes, hormonal imbalance) and are therefore cured by physical means (e.g., drugs or surgery). Psychosomatic phenomena violate these assumptions.

Such phenomena are not supposed to occur, if the monistic ontological postulate of mind-brain equivalence is true and “All mental processes are the outcome of the microscopic interactions and actions of the great neuronal networks of the brain” (Uttal, 2011, p. 5). In that view, any idea that the mind or consciousness might operate independently of the brain is without merit. The logical implication, of course, is that any notion that personal consciousness or awareness would exist in some form after the biological death of the body is likewise delusional.



The Hypothesis of Mind–Brain Equivalence


The presumption of mind–brain equivalence or identity (a philosophic position known as neuroreductionism) that underlies modern biological psychology is not capricious or arbitrary. It is a reasonable inference drawn from clinical and experimental observations in neurology and psychiatry documenting the close connection between the brain and conscious experience. Neurological damage or alterations to brain structures brought on through infections, tumors, trauma, electrical stimulation, chemical or surgical ablation can severely disrupt or interfere with proper psychological function. The conclusion ordinarily reached is that those brain structures are therefore necessary for that psychological function (Rorden & Karnath, 2004). Neurological disorders can result in the selective distortion of conscious processes and changes in experience sometimes so specific that they can lead to correct diagnoses and successful interventions that lead to actual clinical improvement of the neurological disorder. Surely conscious experience must be dependent on those neural structures (Uttal, 2011).

A similar line of reasoning is imposed upon all related observations. Stimulate a part of the brain and you can produce a change in mental state; therefore, a change in brain processes is sufficient to create a change in conscious experience (Persinger, 2001). Evoke a particular willed motor movement and you can predict which part of the brain will become active before the mental state arises into awareness; therefore, neural activity causes conscious intention (Libet, Wright, & Gleason, 1982). Mechanical prosthetics can be constructed that translate electrical brain activity into muscular action; therefore, neuronal activity produces the willed movement (Hochberg et al., 2012). These observations and the deductions made about them are usually taken as proof-positive evidence that brain makes mind. Indeed, this conclusion is so widespread in general psychology that the possibility of an alternative interpretation of the facts is hardly ever conceived or explored.

What these observations do demonstrate is a close connection between what the brain does (neurology) and what the person experiences (phenomenology). The observed covariation in how the two variables (neurology and phenomenology) change or vary together, however, does not prove that conscious experience is produced by neural activity (i.e., correlation does not prove causation). Without denying the evidence brought forward in defense of the mind–brain equivalence thesis, it is possible to interpret the data differently.




Conceiving and Exploring Alternatives to Mind–Brain Equivalence


German-British philosopher Ferdinand C. S. Schiller (1891) observed, “If a man loses consciousness as soon as his brain is injured, it is clearly as good an explanation to say the injury to the brain destroyed the mechanism by which the manifestation of that consciousness was rendered possible, as to say that it destroyed the seat of consciousness” (p. 293). Marek Majorek (2012, p. 129) stated, “it may very well be that the brain is (under normal conditions) a necessary condition for consciousness, but this does not prove that it is its cause” any more than the musical instrument is the cause of (or stores) the music that is played upon it or the TV set causes (or stores) the programs that are transmitted elsewhere and are displayed on the television screen.

One problem with the “brain-makes-the-mind” thesis is its presumption that generative or productive kinds of functional dependence are the only plausible kinds of brain–mind relationship there are. Granting that conscious experience is a function of neural activity, it is possible to conceive of other kinds of functional brain–mind dependence that might apply (e.g., transmissive, channeling, limiting, regulating, individualizing, focusing, filtering, transductive function). As William James (1956b [1898] stated,



My thesis now is this: that, when we think of the law that thought is a function of the brain, we are not required to think of productive function only; we are entitled also to consider permissive or transmissive function. And this the ordinary psycho-physiologist leaves out of his account…. Our brains are colored lenses in the wall of nature, admitting light from the super-solar source, but at the same time tingeing and restricting it.

(pp. 15–19)




Other kinds of functional dependence can be conceived beyond “bare concomitant variation” (James, 1956b [1898], p. 20). When the brain activities change in one direction and consciousness changes in either the same or a different direction (positive or negative correlation), it may mean either that the brain caused changes in consciousness or that consciousness caused changes in the brain activity (the “bi-directional” problem). Or it may mean that correlative changes in brain activity and consciousness were both produced by some other, as yet unidentified, cause (the “third-variable” problem).

Unless all possible variables have been controlled or accounted for so that no other explanations for the outcome of an experiment are possible, then the researcher will be unable to prove which of the many interpretations of the publically available data are correct or false. As researchers Brent Slife and Richard Williams stated, “There are, in principle, an infinite number of things to be controlled in order to falsify [or confirm] any theory or hypothesis. Not all of them can be controlled” (pp. 188–189). In fact, we may not even know what they are. Establishing a cause-and-effect relationship between brain activity and consciousness by the logic of the classical experiment (i.e., if the hypothesis is true, then X will be observed; X is observed; therefore the hypothesis is true) becomes impossible if the researcher cannot establish sufficient control over variables that might influence the variable under study to determine which of the many possible interpretations of the data is the correct one (Slife & Williams, 1995, pp. 185–191).






A Critical Appraisal of the Mind–Brain Equivalence Postulate



As in the case of hypnosis, blindsight, subliminal perception, dreaming, and implicit memory, all that is needed is one solid finding proven without doubt, and accepted without reservation to change the way we think about the mind (Kihlstrom, 1987). In light of the evidence of human psychophysical transformative capacities documented in medical science, sports, anthropology, psychical research, the humanities, and comparative religious studies (Murphy, 1992), general psychology’s metaphysical commitment to the postulate of mind–body equivalence needs to be critically re-evaluated. To paraphrase William James (1956a [1897], p. 319), if we want to upset the universal rule that “All mental processes are the result of neural activity,” we do not need to show that no mental processes are. It is enough to prove one single mental process to be not the result of neural activity (Majorek, 2012; Nahm, Rousseau, & Greyson, 2017; Walach, 2017). The conclusion of a mind–brain identity or equivalence may be premature and even unfounded when all the evidence is considered.



Awareness and Experience in the Absence of Requisite Cortical Structures


One exception to the rule are case studies of individuals who have undergone hemispherectomy (i.e., surgical removal of an entire hemisphere of the brain) or who are born with only one hemisphere. Some (but not all) of these individuals reportedly live relatively normal lives with only half a normal brain, with no significant cognitive deterioration or loss of language or memory, and some individuals even show significant cognitive improvement (Acosta, Montañez, & Leon-Sarmiento, 2002; Battro, 2000; Borgstein & Grootendorst, 2002; Muckli, Naumer, & Singer, 2009; A. Smith, 1966; Smith & Sugar, 1975).

The conventional explanation for such phenomena is that brain structures, which have their own specialized function, somehow suddenly develop a capacity to take on additional functions that were not originally their own and act as surrogates for the lost or damaged parts of the brain—a capacity described as brain plasticity. The word plasticity, like the word placebo, is a descriptive term and is not an explanation or a mechanism that explains why or how the phenomenon occurs, according to conventional use of the term ‘mechanism’ (Bunge, 1997).

If the mind–brain equivalence hypothesis is correct and “function cannot exist without some kind of equivalent physical structure” (Uttal, 2011, p. 5) and only specific brain structures produce certain mental functions (i.e., the localization hypothesis), then it remains unclear “why in the absence of the specific brain structure another structure takes over the function of the ‘missing man’”(Majorek, 2012, p. 127). It also remains unclear why remaining brain structures sometimes do and sometimes do not take over the functions of the missing structures. Nor is it clear why this plasticity does not always happen for all functions (e.g., motor skills, language skills). Nor why this functional plasticity is apparently time-limited and applies only to children and adolescents, not to adults.

A related exception to the rule are cases of children born with severe hydrocephalus (“fluid on the brain”)—a condition in which cortical tissue is anatomically distorted by being compressed into a thin veneer of cortical cells squashed against the skull by enlarged ventricles. Some of these individuals reportedly live an otherwise normal life with much of their entire brain missing (Feuillet, Dufour, & Pelletier, 2007; Lonton, 1979). In one study conducted by British neurologist John Lorbor (1983), patients with severe hydrocephalus (i.e., 95% to 97% of their cranium were filled with cerebrospinal fluid) were severely disabled, but “half of them had IQs greater than 100” (Lewin, 1980, p. 1232). Despite the presence of virtually no brain, the mental development of some of these children appeared normal.

Neuroscientist Bjorn Merker (2007) in an evocative article titled, “Consciousness without a Cortex” reported his research on children who acquired a medical condition called anencephaly in which the cerebral hemispheres of the fetus completely failed to develop because of some massive trauma during gestation. These children nevertheless displayed capacities for phenomenal experience that is ordinarily considered an exclusive cortical function—despite the complete absence of most cortical areas, a thalmocortical system, and their accompanying corticocortical connections.

The fact that proper psychological function can continue in a normal fashion in some individuals following neurological damage and alteration brought on by hemispherectomy, hydrocephalus, and anencephaly indicates that function (consciousness) can exist without an equivalent physical structure (brain). Destroy a part of the brain and you do not destroy the associated mental function(s); therefore, specific brain structures are not always necessary for a specific mental function.




Awareness and Experience in the Absence of Necessary Cortical Activity


The hypothesis of brain plasticity is the most frequent “explanation” proposed for the observed high intelligence and conscious experience of relatively brainless patients. Brain plasticity, however, does not explain the exceptional lucidity (alertness) and awareness, intense visual and auditory imagery, strong emotions, and heightened clarity and meaningfulness of experience that occurs during the temporary loss of all measurable brain function (i.e., absence of body reflexes, brain-stem reflexes, respiration, blood flow, electrical activity in the brain) while in a comatose state or as a result of cardiac arrest, and having a vivid memory of the experience afterwards (E. Alexander, 2012; Sabom, 1998; Sartori, Badham, & Fenwick, 2006; Van Lommel et al., 2001). The basic ontological postulate that “all mental processes are the outcome of neural activity” presumes a priori that such awareness and phenomenal experience in the absence of requisite cortical structure and of necessary cortical activity is impossible. If we stick to the data, then it becomes clear that the basic ontological postulate requires a second look.




Predicting Perception From Neuronal Data and Vice Versa


Another observation put forward to support mind (consciousness) = body (brain) equivalence or identity is the experimental finding that neuroscientists “can accurately predict which part of the brain will be active while a specific mental activity is taking place” (Majorek, 2012, p. 122). This includes the ability to predict with some probability beyond chance levels (p < .05 or p < .01) what a person is seeing by analyzing the pattern of activity of the brain (“brain reading”; Kamitani & Tong, 2005). No matter how noteworthy this achievement may be, however, it is still based on observed covariance and the correlation between what the brain does (neurology) and what the person experiences (phenomenology). Did the perception of the image cause the neural activity or did the neural activity cause the perception of the image (i.e., bi-directionality problem)? Nor does the observed correlation rule out the possibility that some other variable is the actual cause of both the neural activity and the mental activity (i.e., “third variables” such as attention, emotional response, cognitive biases).




Transducing Cortical Electrical Activity Into Robotic Arm Movements


Electrical activity generated by assemblies of cortical neurons can be transduced into electrical signals to control and manipulate the movement of robotic arms and legs (Nicolelis, 2011). Such demonstrations have led to the growth of research on brain–machine interfaces (Lebedev & Nicolelis, 2017). The neuronal activity detected by a computer and used to move the virtual or three-dimensional robotic arm tells us little, however, about the process that enables a person to achieve the desired voluntary control over the mechanical body movement (as in biofeedback). Nor does it settle the bi-directionality question that plagues all correlational research of whether it is the brain or the mind’s conscious intention that is producing the neuronal signals detected by the computer that are used to move the robotic arm and that is controlling its activity.




Continuity of Phenomenal Experience in the Presence of Random Neural Activity


Marek Majorek (2012) identified other difficulties related to the mind–brain equivalence postulate. One difficulty pertains to experiments that have shown neurons over large areas of the cerebral cortex to be spontaneously active (a) in the absence of external sensory stimuli as in sensory isolation and (b) in the absence of any corresponding conscious representation of the ongoing, random neural activity (e.g., default mode network; Raichle & Snyder, 2007). If conscious experience is purely the result or function of neural activity, then why does such large-scale, ongoing, and seemingly random background neural “noise” not have some detectable representation in conscious awareness? How is the “noise-free” nonrandom conscious awareness that we experience in the waking state—our personal, changing, sensibly continuous, objectifying, selective consciousness that William James writes about—possible on the phenomenological level in the absence of any hypothesized neurological executive control system and if “noise” and randomness predominates on the neuronal level (Majorek, 2012, p. 135)?




Complex Behaviors in the Absence of Large Brains and Complex Nervous Systems


Another difficulty relates to the observed sophisticated mental and behavioral capacities of animals with relatively simple nervous systems. In non-human species such as the octopus, complex forms of cognition and memory have been observed even though this particular invertebrate lacks a hippocampus and other central nervous system structures that play such a key role in the memory systems of mammals (Godfrey-Smith, 2016). Single-celled paramecia swim gracefully, avoid harmful substances, find food, mate and have sex, avoid obstacles, react differently to different stimuli, modify behavior in accordance with past experience all without benefit of a single synapse or a nervous system (Jennings, 1906).

Animals with brains the size of a walnut and smaller (e.g., rooks, crows, parrots) have displayed a versatility of complex behaviors and appropriate adaptation to changing circumstances that occurs in animals with much larger brain sizes—for example, find food, avoid predation, use tools, manipulate environments, communicate meaning and intention to conspecifics without human language (D. Griffin, 2001; Pepperberg, 2018). If mental activity is a function and result of neural structures, then how can animals with such small brains and relatively unsophisticated nervous systems exhibit the cognitive skills and complex behaviors that parallels the cognitive skills and behavior that in humans requires the microscopic interactions and actions of the great neuronal networks of the human brain?






Conceiving and Exploring Alternative Approaches to the Transpersonal Body



The mind–brain identity thesis has significant logical and methodological difficulties accounting for all these empirical observations. One implication of this net of evidence is that mind (or consciousness) and body (or brain) may not be a single inseparable reality in which the body/brain is the structure and mind/consciousness is its function. There can be perception without sensation (Cardeña, 2018; Cardeña, Palmer, & Marcusson-Clavertz, 2015). Thoughts, emotions, memories, dreams, and one’s sense of self may not, in fact, be found in some localized region between two ears behind the forehead (Cunningham, 2011b). The psyche may not be generated or produced by the brain at all, even while being connected to it and leaving physical traces of itself that instruments of the neuroscientist can detect and record (Grof, 1985; Kelly et al., 2007; Pfeiffer & Mack, 2007).



The Energetic Body


Physically, the human body exists as many things. It exists as electromagnetic energy, for example, in the form of heat, radio, and light waves, and as sound and other energy patterns that can be detected using instruments designed for that purpose. Biopsychologists Rosenzweig, Leiman, and Breedlove (1999) characterize electrical signals as “the vocabulary of the nervous system” (p. 56). Bjorn Nordenström, a pioneer in the study of biologically closed electric circuits, has reportedly produced tumor regression and remission of different forms of cancer through the use of specially applied electrical currents (Nordenström, 1983, 1994; Nordenström, Ekborg, & Beving, 1990).

The idea that the body possesses an organizing electromagnetic field is not new (Burr & Northrop, 1935; Ravitz, 2002). It provides a rationale for the hypothesis that removing blockage of vibratory energy at subtle (causal, psychic) levels can remove blockages at the physical and emotional/cognitive levels because of their interconnected nature (Rindfleisch, 2010; Rosch, 2009; Rosch & Markov, 2004). The notion that some form of “subtle” vibra-tory energy permeates everything that is composed of matter offers a theoretical basis for approaching the body as a complex organizing energy field (biofield). Transpersonal researcher Steven Taylor (2010) proposed that the transpersonal experience of “awakening” has two main causes—(a) a “disruption of the normal homeostasis of the human organism” (HD) and (b) an “intensification of the ‘consciousness-energy’” (ICE state) (pp. 80–81). The body’s biofield is known by many names—quantum energy, subtle energy, chi or qi, prana, life force, chakra systems, kundalini, auras—and has been studied using clear scientific standards (e.g., Jain & Mills, 2010; Rein, 2004; Rubik, 2015; Warber et al., 2003).

The biofield is believed to be responsive to various forms of “energy medicines” such as acupuncture, Reiki, and Ayurvedic medicine (Evans, 1986; Rioux, 2019). Marie Brook and Randy Fauver (2014) proposed that the anomalous healing responses of the placebo are due to the activation of specific changes in the body’s biofield—“the biologically produced electromagnetic and subtle energy fields that provides regulatory and communication functions within the human organism” (p. 131). Given the fundamental electrochemical nature of neural activity and the electromagnetic character of the atoms and molecules that compose the structure of cells of the physical body, it is reasonable to hypothesize that psyche–body communications may occur through the mediation of complex patterns of electrical activity of the brain. The constantly fluctuating electromagnetic field in and around the body and the subtle energy patterns theorized to organize the electrical fields would play a supporting role (Benor, 2004; Gerber, 2001; Swanson, 2010).




The Felt-Sense Body


It is reasonable to ask whether experiences of interior body awareness that psychotherapist Eugene Gendlin (1981) called “felt-sense” might also derive, in part, from the electrical potentials that occur spontaneously throughout the body. In this view, the felt-sense—“a bodily awareness of a situation or person or event, an internal aura that encompasses everything you feel and know about the given subject at a given time”—functions as a phenomenological expression of a shift in neurological electrophysiological system, and thereby a pathway for advancing understanding of the nature of the transpersonal body (Gendlin, 1981, p. 32). If consciousness permeates the electrical body, if the entire body has a consciousness of its own, then the felt-sense could be construed as the bodymind consciousness experienced as a unity-identity-whole. This is not the sense of a separate self, but the sense of a softly boundaried bundle of subtle interactions embedded within the larger consciousness of the whole of body. Felt-sense states of mind are not just consciousness of the body; they are consciousness in the body. When the felt-sense changes, the body–mind relationship shifts (Gendlin, 1981).




Embodied Spirituality


The energetic nature and felt-sense of one’s bodymind consciousness can perhaps be best understood and experienced in terms of one’s sexuality (Ferrer, Romero, & Albareda, 2005). From a transpersonal perspective, human sexuality is disclosed to be “creative life energy” and a “transformational path of healing and growth” (Malkemus & Romer, 2012, p. 33). Human sexuality is an element of the evolutionary potential of human consciousness and human spirituality (Romero & Albareda, 2001; Romero & Malkemus, 2012) and something “sacred” that finds a place in many of the world’s great religions (Feuerstein, 1989, 1992, 2003). The special section of the International Journal of Transpersonal Psychology on the topic of Transpersonal Sexuality (Malkemus & Thouin-Savard, 2019) provides an overview of current thinking on the role that sexuality plays in transpersonal development, psychotherapy, and spirituality.

The transpersonal perspective of participatory spirituality considers the personal ego and the physical body as “equal partners in bringing self, community, and world into a fuller alignment with the Mystery out of which everything arises” (Ferrer, 2002, p. 2). An embodied spirituality, as compared to a disembodied spirituality, cannot ignore the body in an effort to be more spiritual. Denying the body does not make one more spiritual, any more than denying the ego makes one more mature. Ferrer (2008b) offered an expanded understanding of the human body as subject (i.e., “the means through which the body speaks to us; the body is not an ‘it’ but a ‘Thou’”), as the home of the complete human being (i.e., “the locus of our freedom, the overcoming of the dualism between matter and spirit, the mystery of the incarnation and the transmutation of spirit becoming flesh”), and as source of spiritual insight (i.e., “sensations and impulses as genuine sources of spiritual insight; the human dimension that can reveal the ultimate meaning of incarnated life”) (p. 4).

The body is not just a tool to be used, in other words. It is not just a vehicle. It is oneself in flesh. The spirit speaks with a physical voice and the corporeal body is a creation of the spirit. You are earth come alive to view itself through conscious eyes. The relationship between psyche and flesh can be depicted by the analogy of a marriage covenant: “As men and women are married to each other, so is each self wedded to its body” (Roberts, 1995a, p. 213). “The meaning of life,” Jorge Ferrer (2008b) stated, “is not something to be discerned and known intellectually by the mind, but to be felt in the depths of our flesh” (p. 4). If we identify with our body alone or if we identify with our minds alone, then we miss an essential dimension of life.






Tuning the Lived BodyMind



Choreographer and dance scholar Maxine Sheets-Johnstone (2020) provides an in-depth phenomenological analysis of the experiential character of “the lived body.” Her analysis discloses that one’s body, as an aspect of one’s existence, can be engaged in various ways (e.g., physical body as object vis-à-vis lived body as personal reality). The lived body is experienced, understood, known, and valued differently depending on how it is approached.

Process-based, body-oriented practices of approaching the lived body include focusing and dance/awareness through movement therapies and somatic therapies oriented toward sensorimotor experience, such as bioenergetics. They embrace biofield therapies such as Therapeutic Touch and Reiki and visualization techniques such as guided imagery. They comprise techniques that create states of quiet relaxation such as progressive relaxation, autogenic training, and mindfulness practices and martial arts, such as Tai Chi Kuan, Aikido, and Judo as a way of developing the body’s vital energy, enhancing self-awareness, and releasing blocked energy (Staunton, 2004).



Transpersonal Medicine


Biologists, psychologists, and physicians who recognize the unity-identity-whole of the bodypsyche and acknowledge the body’s innate healing system have proposed a new paradigm of transpersonal medicine—a “consciousness-based” and “meaning-making” medicine that treats the person, not the symptomatic disease (Dacher, 2014; Fauver, 2014; Lawlis, 2013). Transpersonal medicine’s basic and firm foundation rests on three key ideas (Schlitz & Amorok, 2005). First, the physical organism naturally possesses its own overall body consciousness whose main direction is toward health, not illness. Second, the physical organism possesses its own defense system that protects it from the conscious mind’s negative beliefs, fears, and doubts. Third, the body possesses a natural healing system whose energies can be awakened, harnessed, and directed by the conscious mind to throw aside a condition of illness.

There are many process-based “psychotechnologies of spiritual experience” (Andresen & Forman, 2000) that motivated individuals can use to facilitate their own bodypsyche communication and healing processes in an intentional way (e.g., Houston, 1982; Leonard & Murphy, 1995; Masters & Houston, 1978; Wilber et al., 2008). Process-based methods for facilitating felt-sense changes and shifts in body–mind relationships can involve diaphragmatic breathing and progressive relaxation (Hendricks, 2005; Kabat-Zinn, 1990), physical exercise (Murphy, 1992, pp. 419–431), self-hypnosis (LeCron, 1964; E. Miller, 1987), and creative visualization (G. Epstein, 1989; Fanning, 1988) or some combination of all these modalities (e.g., Masters & Houston, 1972).




Systems-Process Approaches to Study of the Lived Body


Both body (soma) and mind (psyche) dwell in a natural framework and form a natural living system. Both are a part of nature and not apart from nature. While we are physical beings alive in time and space, we are a bodymind; not just a mind and not just a body but interweaving processes that are body and mind at once (Dychtwald, 1986 [1977]).

A systems-process approach to the study of such bodymind consciousness considers the body–mind relationship under its two-fold wave and particle aspect—as forms of action in relationship and in mutually arising interactions and as individualities that contain within themselves their own recognition and comprehension of themselves as body and as consciousness. This requires that a combined first-person (mind-consciousness) approach and a third-person (brain-body) approach be used. The study of the brain-body without consideration of mind-consciousness is mere anatomy. The study of mind-consciousness without consideration of brain-body tells only half or maybe one-third of the story.

Approaches such as Ronald Pekala’s (1991) psychophenomenology, Francisco Varela’s (1996) neurophenomenology (i.e., relates subjective experience and brain processes in a neuroscience of consciousness; Lutz & Thompson, 2003), and Glenn Hartelius’s (2007) somatic phenomenology that graphically analyze patterns in process-related phenomena would be examples of systems-process approaches to the measurement of mind and body as a living process-system.






Conclusion


We cannot fully appreciate the biological foundations of ordinary experience and behavior unless we recognize and acknowledge the existence of those transformative capacities of the human body that have been reviewed in this chapter. Those “anomalies” of mind affecting matter offer general psychology the opportunity to expand the field of psychological inquiry to include capabilities of human consciousness previously ignored, overlooked, or denied. At the very least, the study of such psychophysical phenomena would vastly expand general psychology’s understanding of what consciousness is and, more important, the nature of the bodymind relationship (Presti, 2018).

The transpersonal nature of human biology provides the biological foundations for transpersonal phenomena demonstrating that human personality has inherent abilities that allow for mind to affect matter with and without the mediation of physical mechanisms. It provides the biological foundations for the basic independence of personal awareness from the body that can be empirically demonstrated under certain circumstances. The relation between the mind (psyche) and the body (soma) will likely remain one of the greatest philosophic, psychological, and scientific question of the 21st century until new metaphysical foundations of science are considered (Harman, 1994b; Kripal, 2019). The question will not be answered simply because it has many ramifications, not the least of which are implications regarding the issue of personal survival of bodily death (Almeder, 1992).

The reductive, materialist one-reality field philosophy of knowledge of modern cognitive neuroscience (i.e., only physical reality is real and physical facts explain all) constitutes a net of evidence constructed of a web of metaphysical assumptions that is equipped to capture and hold psychological phenomena and varieties of reality of only a certain size and type, while others escape its filtering net entirely. When we learn about something that biological psychology tells us cannot happen but does anyway, we should take a second look at some of those hidden assumptions behind the research (Slife & Williams, 1995).

Current assumptions regarding the nature of human motivation and human emotion also stand in need of revision in light of what is known about the transpersonal nature of human psychology and the expansion of the field of psychological inquiry to include states of optimal psychological health and well-being. Human motives, needs, and emotions—personal and transpersonal—fluctuate and change over time, reflecting the mobility of consciousness and the e-motion of one’s being. Human motives and emotions are not static, standardized, one-size-fits-all homogenous entities that come in well-defined experience-packages for every individual, suitable in all situations, appropriate for all cultures that always fit comfortably or gracefully into established frameworks. For a self-reflective and critical subdiscipline such as Transpersonal Psychology, transpersonal motivation and transpersonal emotions remain important topics awaiting further study that are addressed in the next chapter.








Chapter 9


Motivation and Emotion
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I. A New Look at Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs




The Paradox of Human Motivation





Pleasure and Pain as Part of Human Motivation


From a humanistic-transpersonal critical neuroscience perspective, it is not brains that have needs and motives; people have needs and motives using their brains (Choudhury & Slaby, 2012). The desire to seek pleasure and avoid pain, for example, is considered so powerful a biological motive force that it is regarded as an inherited disposition. Yet the situation is not quite so simple. The motivational uses and purposes to which pleasure and pain and illness and suffering is put by individuals is complicated and goes beyond mere avoidance motivation or behavior-activating neural circuits in the brain. Athletes, soldiers, body builders, mountain climbers, and monks will voluntarily put themselves through a great deal of pain and suffering in order to achieve some “higher” goal whether it be athletic prowess, stamina, muscle development, personal achievement, or spiritual liberation. Illness may be used as a means to reach goals that the individual thinks are also otherwise unattainable in any other way—get needed rest, avoid unpleasant tasks, be cared for by others, save face, gain attention or avoid it, or serve as a badge of honor (“secondary gains”; S. E. Taylor, 2006, p. 233). The various reasons for which pain and illness are actively sought are far from abnormal, meaningless, or purposeless. One’s vulnerability to pain and suffering sensitizes oneself to the pain and suffering of others, helps develops empathy and the ability to sympathize with the pain of others and forgive (McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997).




Parapathetic Emotions


Moreover, positive emotions are not always pleasant and negative emotions are not always unpleasant. Depending on the person and the context, negative emotions can actually be quite pleasurable (parapathetic emotions; Apter, 2007). Some people will actively seek out negative stimuli (e.g., eat hot spicy chili peppers) and willingly engage in activities they enjoy that evoke negative emotions (e.g., ride a motorcycle, engage in strenuous exercise, climb a mountain, look over a cliff, bungee jump off a bridge, ride rollercoasters, watch horror movies) because they find the activities pleasurable (Fokkinga & Desmet, 2012). The highly arousing emotion of fear can be a quite unpleasant emotion under one set of circumstances (e.g., public speaking) and actually be pleasant under other circumstances (e.g., a roller coaster ride). Motivation in the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain is complex and people often have their own private reasons for inhibiting good moods and for maintaining bad ones that cannot be reduced to mere biology, stimulus-response conditioning, or social constructions (Bastian, Jetten, & Fasoli, 2011).






The Pyramid of Needs



Transpersonal Psychology considers human personality action within a greater context, with greater motives, purposes, and meanings than traditionally assigned to it by general psychology. Its understanding of human motivation is influenced by Abraham Maslow’s hierarchical theory of needs (Maslow, 1970 [1954]). Conventionally, a pyramid symbol is used in general psychology textbooks to represent the hierarchical ordering of needs in Maslow’s motivational theory. In the original theory, physiological, safety and security, belongingness and love, and self-esteem needs constitute four “basic” deficiency-needs (D-needs) that form the base of the pyramid. The need for self-actualization or “the desire for self-fulfillment, namely, the tendency to become actualized in what he [or she] is potentially” (Maslow, 1943, p. 382) constitute a growth-need (Being-need) that crowns the top of the pyramid.



Divisions and Boundary Lines Are Functional, Not Permanent


Although a useful heuristic and mnemonic device, it can lead to a distorted understanding of human motivation if taken too literally—implying that what are dynamic, flexible, nonlinear, intertwining needs and processes are in essence static, rigidly hierarchical, separable things. Wherever a line is drawn separating one need from another, it is easy to think of the boundary line as an end of one particular need and the beginning of another. The lines that are drawn separating one need from another, however, are drawn for convenience so that the needs can be thought about in isolation or talked about separately. The needs are not really separate or isolated but overlap to a considerable degree and, as philosopher Alan Watts (1963) noted, “things are joined together by the boundaries we ordinarily take to separate them” (p. 212). The tendency to make false distinctions between needs also applies to the division of D-needs from Being-needs (B-needs) and separating the various B-needs from each other (Lowry, 1979, p. 914). Words divide in thought what is undivided in experience. To separate needs from one another, as Maslow recorded in one of his Journals, is “a sin against the oneness, unity, & holism of the cosmos” (Lowry, 1979, p. 914).



An Embodied Pyramid Gestalt of Dynamic Needs

To correct this creative error, imagine Maslow’s pyramid of needs as representing a living, breathing person. By doing so, you can get a felt-sense of the mobility of needs and how they dynamically interpenetrate and intermingle and operate simultaneously in the lived experience of a human being. They are so intertwined that each need reflects and contains the others, like a hologram, with all needs together contributing to the background emotional climate and musical symphony of everyday life.

Each need is also a goal that pushes and pulls, shifts and changes, extending its influence in all directions—upward and downward, inward and outward. Each need, as an energizing force that gives direction to behavior, is a form of action and constantly changing. In each arising and retiring of a need, the personality is constantly being created and re-created, enlarging the experiences of the whole self. One need may be conscious at one moment and unconscious the next. In each rising and retiring of a need, the whole personality comes to know itself, and in knowing itself constantly creates more of itself to know. As needs arise and are temporarily satisfied, new needs emerge. The rising and retiring of needs is never done and finished.

Viewed as a pyramid gestalt of needs, needs are not static, and what is not static cannot in those terms be considered complete and done, but is always in a state of becoming—not becoming more perfect but becoming more perfectly itself. The D-needs and B-needs are seldom completely satisfied, nor do they exert a uniform pressure. It is in the rising and retiring of personal needs that transpersonal impulses toward ideal states of being, knowing, and doing ultimately give rise. The dynamic nature of D-needs and B-needs creates new imbalances and exquisite tensions in the organism all the time—instabilities ever seeking to achieve balance. Out of this endlessly renewed tension, the need for further need fulfillment continually arises.






Intertwining Deficiency-Needs and Being-Needs



By placing the physiological needs foremost at the bottom of the pyramid as the foundation upon which all other needs rested, Maslow was implying that physical survival was the most fundamental goal of all behavior (Maslow, 1943). After all, the argument goes, if you are not physically alive, then all the other psychological needs become relatively unimportant. Maslow later came to doubt the strict ordering of the basic needs and “openly questioned his own assumption that self-transcendent states occur only after satisfying lower needs” (Gruel, 2015, p. 49). He discovered in his studies of transcending self-actualizing individuals that the figuratively “higher” needs could supervene upon the satisfaction of the figuratively “lower” physiological needs under certain circumstances.



Survival as a Means, Not an End


Higher needs become prepotent when a person threatens his or her own survival by going on a hunger strike and starves the body in protest of some injustice or for the sake of some abstract ideal. When a firefighter runs into a burning building at the risk of his or her own life, when a soldier in war sacrifices his or her own life to save the life of others, and when athletes, body builders, mountain climbers, and monks voluntarily put themselves through a great deal of physical pain and suffering in order to achieve some ideal goal, all are examples of when figuratively “higher” needs intervene over the satisfaction of “lower” needs. Maslow’s studies of transcending self-actualizers revealed that “the desire to transcend one’s nature was as much an aspect of human nature as lower needs and the denial of this transpersonal need might be as harmful as the denial of one’s lower needs” (Cleary & Shapiro, 1995, p. 16).

This means that human beings, as human, are motivated not simply to physically survive in order to sexually reproduce, as implied by some theories of evolutionary psychology, but to survive with meaning. Survival is a means to an end and not the goal of life or the prime purpose of any species from this perspective. It is the quality of life that makes survival worthwhile and important. Individuals will purposefully avoid survival, if survival would bring about vast suffering or if living conditions do not favorably maintain the necessary quality of life that is considered basic for human existence (Frankl, 1984 [1946]). If a person finds no meaning in life, then basic needs for food, shelter, sex, or material possessions will no longer serve to motivate. The person will have no reason to pursue these things, and have neither the energy to seek them out nor trust his or her impulse to do so.

The species’ will to live and survive includes a sense of meaning and purpose. The organism’s survival is basically dependent upon its felt-sense in the meaningfulness of its existence. Without the experience of value-fulfillment that increases the meaning, purpose, or quality of whatever life an organism feels to be at its center of being and that promotes the organism’s flourishing (i.e., the fulfillment of being-values; Maslow, 1971), there is little motivation to survive because there is no reason for doing so. This is one example of how a blending and intermingling of D-needs (physiological survival) and B-needs (meaningfulness of life) informs a person’s motivational state simultaneously.




Sex, Spirituality, Love, and Identity


Sex is a powerful motivator that differs from physiological needs such as hunger and thirst (King & Regan, 2013). Unlike food and water, sex is not vital to the survival of the individual, although it is vital to the survival of a species. Like many other motivators, sexual activity is more strongly influenced by learning and cognition than by biology (e.g., hormones). Most general psychology textbooks provide a detailed examination of sexual motivation that often includes a treatment of the physiology and psychology of human sexual behavior. Few discuss the relationship between sex and spirituality and sex and love, however. The relationship between sex and love and sex and spirituality are examples of how two figuratively “higher” levels of the hierarchy (love and spirituality) intermingle, blend, and reciprocally influence a “lower” level of the hierarchy (physiological sex) to shape a person’s motivational state.


EQUATING LOVE AND SEX

In mainstream motivational science, the sex motive has an ambiguous relationship with the emotion of love. On the one hand, love is sometimes equated with sex and little distinction is made between the love emotion and the sex motive (e.g., Sternberg & Barnes, 1988). On the other hand, sexual love (i.e., passionate love or sexual desire) and spiritual love (i.e., compassionate love or romantic love) may be viewed as two different kinds of experiences having distinct functions, behavioral expressions, cognitive appraisals, and biological underpinnings (e.g., L. Diamond, 2003; Gonzaga et al., 2006).

From the transhumanistic perspective of Aspect Psychology (Roberts, 1979, pp. 75–93), equating sexual desire and love has significant consequences for social relationships. When the expression of love becomes forced into an exclusively sexual outlet and limited only through sexual acts between members of the opposite sex, then other forms of love’s expression (e.g., between members of the same sex) can become considered wrong or second-rate. When love is equated with sexual desire, the individual may come to believe that he or she is displaying unnatural repression of the sexual drive if one does not express himself or herself sexually. When love becomes equated with sex, the simple act of touching can become sexualized. An affectionate kiss or hug or the most innocuous touching of any portion of the body by another person is now considered improper, taboo, and potentially dangerous.

Individuals who feel love for another and also conditioned to believe that sexual expression is the only one natural to love may feel guilty about their love and inhibited in the formation of certain kinds of friendships (e.g., between members of the same sex) and love itself can seem wrong. They may be guarded in their emotional lives, repressing any show of love to others or compelled to express love in a sexual fashion when it is neither possible, desired, nor appropriate. It is a creative error to assume that to show love for another person necessarily involves sexual acts. Love expresses itself sexually, of course, but sex is only one of love’s expressions and is not necessarily the primary way. It is quite natural to express love in other ways. The controversies concerning sexual orientation and marriage and parent sexual orientation and child development reflect the profound social, political, moral, and religious issues that inevitably arise when love is equated with sexual expression or a particular sexual orientation.



TRANSPERSONAL SEXUAL EXPERIENCES

The relationship between sex and spirituality is a topic of interest to transpersonal psychologists, especially the potential of sexual behavior to elicit transpersonal experience (Feuerstein, 1989; MacKnee, 2002; Malkemus & Thouin-Savard, 2019; Nissinen & Uro, 2008; Sovatsky, 1985; Wade, 2004). Transpersonal researcher Jenny Wade (2013) provided an historical overview of spiritually oriented sexual traditions and the nature of transpersonal sexual experiences. According to Wade, a transpersonal sexual experience differs from the experience of orgasm. It need not result from the use of particular kinds of sexual technique and may be experientially similar for both males and females. It is not limited to particular kinds of interpersonal relationships, and is not associated with specific religious or spiritual beliefs. Many different kinds of transpersonal experiences can occur during sexual intercourse and “many of these transpersonal experiences feature the phenomenological hallmarks of spiritual attainment recognized in well-established traditions” (Wade, 2013, p. 390).



EQUATING IDENTITY AND GENDER

Another example of how the different levels of Maslow’s pyramid gestalt of needs intermingle, combine, and blend to influence motivation is when one’s psychological identity becomes equated with one’s biological sex and subsequently associated with gender-specific characteristics of maleness and femaleness. Identity then becomes a matter of one’s biological sex. As a result of an over-identification with gender-typed schema, the larger pattern of personal abilities, characteristics, needs, feelings, and potentials of the personality (and of the species itself) that are ordinarily assigned to the “opposite” sex are denied expression in the other.

On the other hand, it can be argued that sexual differences in characteristics, abilities, and performances that show up in psychological tests arguably are learned behaviors and not set by heredity or programmed by one’s biological sex. They are instead the result of conditioning and socialization processes that reflect one picture of males and females brought up from infancy with particular sexual beliefs of a particular culture at the particular point in history. They “program” individuals to over-identify with gender-specific characteristics of maleness and femaleness as children and adolescents and thus behave in sex-stereotyped ways as adults. Individual abilities are deprived of their fulfillment unless they fit in with those considered “normal” to the sexual identity as it is culturally defined.

From the transhumanistic perspective of Aspect Psychology, however, one’s biological sex represents only a portion of one’s identity and personhood. It does not define you unless you believe that it does and therefore behave in ways that reflect and reinforce the conditioned and socialized stereotyped beliefs of the culture in which you were raised (Roberts, 1979, pp. 55–74). The species did not overspecialize psychological characteristics in terms of biological sex, evolutionarily speaking, for a good reason. “If compassion, kindness, and gentleness were feminine characteristics, then no male could be kind or compassionate because such feelings would not be biologically possible [and] it would be literally impossible for you to perform any action that was not sexually programmed” (Roberts, 1979, pp. 56–57).

The fact that individual men and women can perform in ways that are not sexually programmed—for example, act with kind-heartedness and compassion, be good at math or verbally articulate—is evidence that in those areas the sexual orientation is cultural, not biologically programmed. From this perspective, the human psyche possesses both masculine and feminine qualities. It is not male or female, but male and female (i.e., androgyny; Singer, 1976). One’s individuality gives meaning to one’s biological sex, and not the other way around. We are individuals and persons first, and members of a particular sex—male and female—second. A transpersonal motivation science recognizes that full human love and the full use of one’s abilities would be easier to experience and that people would be healthier and happier if they did not equate love with sex and were less gender-typed.






II. Transpersonal Motivation




Beyond Self-Actualization



Many general psychology textbooks consider the need for self-actualization as the apex or developmental endpoint of Maslow’s theory of motivation. It is not generally known that Abraham Maslow later amended his hierarchy of needs to include a growth need beyond self-actualization that he called the need of self-transcendence (Koltko-Rivera, 2006). It was a unique subset of transcending self-actualizing individuals in Maslow’s initial studies of peak-experience who first suggested to him the possibility of growth and development beyond the self-fulfillment of the personal ego (i.e., self-actualization). Maslow’s study of these individuals provided empirical support for his Theory Z of human personality (Maslow, 1971, pp. 41–53, 280–295). As his studies of transcendent (beyond ego) peak-experiences progressed, Maslow found “not only self-actualizing persons who transcend, but also non-healthy people, non-self-actualizers who have important transcendent experiences [and the presence of] some degree of transcendence in many other people other than self-actualizing ones” (Maslow, 1969b, p. 31). This led Maslow to the idea that everyone has important transcendent experiences and the notion that these sort of experiences are a part of the “spiritual or value-life” of humanity’s nature as biological creatures (Maslow, 1971, pp. 324–325).



Self-Actualization Is Not Enough


“Self-actualization is not enough,” Maslow wrote in one of his unpublished papers critiquing the concept of self-actualization (Hoffman, 1996, p. 31). There exist possibilities of selfhood and psychological development beyond self-actualization “dealing with transcendent experiences and transcendent values” (Maslow, 1969a, pp. 3–4). Transcendence, according to Maslow (1971) refers to “the very highest and most inclusive or holistic levels of human consciousness, behaving and relating, as ends rather than as means, to oneself, to significant others, to human beings in general, and to other species, to nature, and to the cosmos” (p. 279).

This makes Transpersonal Psychology not only transpersonal (beyond ego) but also transhumanistic; that is, “centered in the cosmos rather than in human needs and interest, going beyond humanness, identity, self-actualization, and the like” (Maslow, 1968, pp. iii–iv). It was to be a Psychology of Being that addressed the needs and value-fulfillment of human personality at “the farther reaches of human nature” and which is described more fully in his book by the same name (Maslow, 1971). It was to be Maslow’s last book published posthumously by his wife Bertha following his death in June 1970 of a heart attack at the age of 62.

In certain respects, general psychology can be characterized as focusing on the study of the first four basic or “deficiency” needs (physiological, safety, belongingness and love, self-esteem). Humanistic Psychology and Positive Psychology focus on the growth need of self-actualization. Transpersonal Psychology—what Abraham Maslow (1971, pp. 126–148) called “Being-Psychology”—investigates the growth need (or metaneed) of self-transcendence.

Psychiatrist Viktor Frankl (1966) proposed that human beings, among all of the animals, have the capacity for self-detachment and self-transcendence. This means that it is a creative error to treat human experience and behavior as if it operates within a closed system confined to a one-reality field of physical reality, living a self-centered existence, conditioned by the past. Actually, according to Frankl (1966), a fundamental characteristic of human nature, as human, is that it “always points, and is directed, to something other than itself… Being human profoundly means to be open to the world, a world which is replete with other beings to encounter and with meanings to fulfill” (p. 97).

What makes Transpersonal Psychology distinctly “transpersonal” and “transhumanistic,” in other words, is its recognition of “motivational self-transcendence”—the impulse to move beyond (trans) the need-level of humanistic self-actualization and the development of ego-strengths and character development studied by positivist psychology. The mobility of consciousness is a dynamically active force moving the present ego personality toward egotranscendence and, ultimately, ego-transformation into post-conventional stages of development (Koltko-Rivera, 2006; Miller & Cook-Greuter, 1994, 2000).

The metaneed to go beyond (trans) the actualization of the familiar, conscious phenomenal “I” and transcend the “self” of the personal ego, like the basic needs of deficiency-motivation, is instinctoid (i.e., innate) and biologically important. Maslow argued for a “humanized philosophy of biology” that linked the biology of the natural sciences and humanistic psychology together (Maslow, 1969c). He proposed that the humanistic yearning for something More and the impulse toward ultimate states that arises in response to the questions: “Who am I?” “Is this all there is?” was biologically pertinent. Its fulfillment was essential not only for psychological wellbeing but also physical health. “Without the transcendent and the transpersonal,” Maslow (1968) stated, “we get sick, violent, nihilistic, or else hopeless and apathetic” (p. iv).




Growth-Need of Self-Transcendence


The progression from the satisfaction of deficiency needs (Theory X) to self-actualization needs (Theory Y) to transpersonal metaneeds (Theory Z), typically involves a growth in self-awareness of the personal ego (Maslow, 1971, pp. 280–295). This growth process can be symbolically represented by different metaphors (Metzner, 1986). In ego-transcendence, the phenomenal “I” experiences a felt-shift in identity and meaning-making that ultimately aligns the person’s life with a new set of motives that now energize, direct, and maintain behavior. Once people’s basic needs are satisfied, they become what Maslow (1971) called “metamotivated” by a new set of needs (“metaneeds”) or values (Being-values) that demand fulfillment (p. 311).

Maslow boldly proposed that these “ultimate values” characterized Being itself (called Being-values or simply B-values). They include creativity, joy, truth, goodness, honesty, beauty, wholeness, spontaneity, uniqueness, justice, order, aliveness, richness, stimulation, variety, perfection, meaningfulness, self-sufficiency, effortlessness or flow, playfulness, humor, and the transcendence of contradictions (Maslow, 1971, pp. 318–319). These values are grounded in “the reality of higher human needs, including the impulse to self-actualization [and] are needed (a) to avoid illness, and (b) to achieve fullest humanness or growth” (Maslow, 1971, pp. 238, 316). These values of Being and the cognition of Being (B-cognition) that usually accompanies their fulfillment underlie impulses toward “ultimate” self-transcendent states of being, knowing, and doing that theoretically can serve as foundational principles of a transpersonal motivation science.






Impulses Toward Self-Transcendent States



The impulse toward self-transcendence is known by many names. It is associated with what personality psychologist Gordon Allport (1969 [1955]) called “the religious sentiment” whose function is “to relate the individual meaningfully to the whole of being” (p. 94). It is aligned with what Abraham Maslow (1971, p. 41) called the “self-actualizing process” that, when guided by Being-values and Being-cognition, moves the individual beyond personal self-actualization to post-conventional (trans-personal) stages of development (Cook-Greuter, 2000).



Will-to-Transcendence


Transpersonal psychiatrist Roberto Assagioli (1973) referred to impulses toward ultimate states as a “will to transcendence” and characterized it as a “pull” from some higher Power or a “call” from an interior source to an oftentimes resistant “I” (p. 113). It motivates the present personality to evolve beyond its present collection of ego characteristics by assimilating what William James (1936 [1902], p. 508) called “the More” into its identity (i.e., the transpersonal Self). Assagioli (1973) stated that “the aspiration and will of the personal self and the pull from the Transpersonal Self to transcend the limitation of ‘normal’ consciousness and life do not manifest themselves only as a search and will to meaning, to enlightenment” (pp. 115–116). The will-to-transcendence also operates through what Assagioli (1988) referred to as the “spiritual elements of our personality”—the sense of beauty, feelings of love, the bliss of joy, the experience of power and will, one’s moral sense, and the desire and capacity to know and understand.




Will-to-Meaning


Viktor Frankl (1984 [1946]) referred to impulses toward ultimate states as a “will to meaning”—a primary motivational force to search for and find meaning and purpose in one’s personal life—reflected in people’s motivation to engage in meaningful activities (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006) and to defend the meaning of those activities (Van Tongeren & Green, 2010). This meaning is not invented by ourselves, but is already present by virtue of one’s being-in-the-world and is waiting to be discovered. The meaning of life differs from person to person, from day to day, and from hour to hour and may emerge out of certain motivated actions, but those actions are only important inasmuch as they spring out of what Maslow (1971) called “the Real Self,” “one’s inner core,” “one’s specieshood,” and “full humanness” (p. 325).

Life’s purpose and meaning does not exist apart from one’s own existence, in other words. The will to meaning is a search not for an abstract and impersonal meaning of life in general, but for the personal, unique, and individual meaning and purpose of one’s own life at this particular time in this particular place. Laura King, Joshya Hicks, Jennifer Krull, and Amber Del Gaiso (2006) observed, “Meaning in life is not simply a global judgment made about life as a whole but potentially a quality of everyday existence” (p. 181).




Spiritual Transcendence as a Factor of Human Personality


Ralph Piedmont (1999) considered Spiritual Transcendence—“the capacity of individuals to stand outside of their immediate sense of time and space to view life from a larger, more objective perspective” (p. 988)—so characteristic of human experience and behavior that he viewed it as a sixth basic factor of human personality in addition to the “Big Five” personality traits—extraversion, agreeableness, openness, conscientiousness, and neurotism—considered by mainstream psychology to be key individual-difference dimensions of every ego personality (Wiggins, 1996). Piedmont considered spiritual transcendence to be an intrinsic psychospiritual motive that energizes and directs behavior in a way similar to other conventionally recognized motives. It gives people access to a broader, more holistic, and transcendent perspective that reflects the “innate need of people to find a deeper sense of meaningfulness and connection” with nature and fundamental unity with other people (Piedmont, 1999, p. 988).






Minimal Assumptions That Define a Transpersonal Motivational Science



What distinguishes a transpersonal orientation from other approaches to the study of human motivation? Four key ideas, adapted from the Articles of Association for Transpersonal Psychology (Sutich, 1972, pp. 94–95), arguably identify a set of minimal assumptions that define a transpersonal orientation to motivation.


	Impulses toward an ultimate state are continuous in every person.

	Full awareness of these impulses is not necessarily present at any given time.

	The realization of an ultimate state is essentially dependent on direct practice and on conditions suitable to the individual concerned.

	Every individual has the right freely to choose his own path.





Impulses Toward Self-Transcendent (Transpersonal) States Exist and Are Continuous in Every Person


The first key idea that defines a transpersonal orientation to motivation proposes that transpersonal (self-transcendent) motives, needs, and impulses exist. It presumes that every being comes into existence with inner ideals and values that seek fulfillment. It assumes that each individual member of every species—human and nonhuman—is inherently motivated to actualize these ideals and values, increase the quality of whatever life it feels at its center, and fulfill those particular qualities that are characteristic of it in a way that ideally benefits not only the individual, but the species as well (Joy, 1950; Roberts, 1981, p. 256). Every human being, as human, is endowed with a religious sentiment (Allport), an actualizing tendency (Maslow), a will-to-transcendence (Assagioli), a will-to-meaning (Frankl), and a spiritual nature (Piedmont) that seeks actualization in daily life. This implies that each person is endowed not only with the basic needs of physical survival, safety, love and belongingness, and self-esteem, but also gifted with an interior system of values and ideals that are idiosyncratic, personal, and unique to each individual and that seek fulfillment in private and social life.

The free expression of impulses toward transpersonal states engenders a sense of safety, assurance, and an expectation that needs will be satisfied, abilities actualized, and desires fulfilled. It is constantly operative and acts as a creative, rejuvenating, compensatory force that maintains and supports life and triggers the proper bodily responses required for health and growth. The free expression of impulses toward self-transcendent states is evident in those conditions of body and mind that promote feelings of physical health and psychological vitality, and evoke the self-transcendent emotions of peace and joy, love and compassion, gratitude and awe. Conventional approaches to human motivation generally have little to say about such impulses. By its acknowledgment of the existence of impulses toward transpersonal states, Transpersonal Psychology calls attention to possibilities of being, knowing, and behaving that go beyond (trans) the constraints and limitations of past learning and that transcend the rising and retiring of deficiency needs of the familiar personal ego that traditional motivational science tends to emphasize.




Full Awareness of These Impulses Is Not Necessarily Present at Any Given Time


A second key idea that defines a transpersonal orientation in motivational science is that impulses toward transpersonal states of being, knowing, and valuing are not something that the person is always aware of in daily life. Negative expectations, fears and doubts, when multiplied and hardened, can begin to diminish the person’s awareness of these impulses. Maslow (1964) recognized this when he said, “descriptively, we can see in each person his own (weak) tendencies to grow toward self-actualization; and also descriptively, we can see his various (weak) tendencies toward regressing (out of fear, hostility, or laziness)” (p. 97). Using their free will, individuals can stray from that creative tendency toward ego-self transcendence, forget it, or ignore it.

According to Maslow (1964), “free-choice ‘wisdom’ is easily distorted in the human being by previous habituation, cultural conditioning, neurosis, physical illness, etc. etc.” (p. 101). There may be beliefs blocking in that direction that blind the individual to the existence of such impulses. The individual may have been taught not to trust his or her own impulses (or the self who has them) to such an extent that the impulses appear in very distorted form. The person will consequently become blind to other attributes with which he or she is naturally gifted to which the impulse is intended to lead, unable to perceive it or his or her own present “state of grace.”

Impulses toward transpersonal states may be repressed, but they do not disappear or go away, and continue to operate subliminally just beneath the surface of conscious awareness, latent but active. Left alone, at various times people will spontaneously experience such impulses, though they may not recognize them as such. When those times happen to you, you may suddenly feel at peace with yourself and your world and a part of events of which you usually consider yourself apart. Or you may feel unexpectedly happy and content with your daily life and one with the universe. You may experience some event in which you seem to go beyond yourself. During such times, there occurs an emotional recognition and intuitive comprehension of one’s own intrinsic worth, inherent good nature, and necessary place within the framework of existence. Such experiences are natural and a part of your biological heritage.




The Realization of a Transpersonal State Is Essentially Dependent on Direct Practice and on Conditions Suitable to the Individual


A third key idea that defines a transpersonal orientation in motivational science acknowledges that, although impulses toward transpersonal states may occur spontaneously, their expression often depends on the state of readiness of the personality. What is needed to allow such impulses to become deliberately awakened and harnessed is a belief in their existence, an intense desire and expectation of their occurrence, and a disciplined openness that permits their emergence. From the perspective of Aspect Psychology, “As you learn to trust your natural impulses, they introduce you to your individual sense of power, so that you realize that your own actions do have meaning, that you do affect events, and that you can see some definite signs that you are achieving good ends” (Roberts, 1981, p. 235).

Often a “path” or disciplined spiritual practice is required that serves to expand the private reality of each individual and open up his or her awareness of the “unknown” elements of the self and its greater world (Sheldrake, 2018, 2019). Spiritual practice opens what is closed, balances what is unbalanced, and reveals what is hidden (Kornfield, 1993). Engaging in a spiritual practice such as insight (mindfulness, Vipassana) meditation for a sufficient amount of time, for instance, can generate enough experiential data to counteract an individual’s limited ideas of the nature of Being. It becomes easier for the familiar egoistically oriented portions of the self to accept the possible existence of other streams of perception and awareness. As this occurs and the individual’s ideas of his or her own reality change and expand, the limitations to personal growth can become removed. Under good conditions, once the individual acknowledges the existence of such impulses, and as he or she learns to trust them, the person will quite naturally be led to “growth choices” that give impulses toward transcendence freer expression.

“Good conditions” that are required for health-promoting growth choices have been spelled out by Carl Rogers in his book On Becoming a Person (Rogers, 1961). Good conditions for growth choices also require the presence of a healthy culture and society (Maslow, 1964, pp. 97–102). They necessitate the presence of benevolent others and social structures and practices that make available those conditions under which growth choices can flourish (Wilber, 2017b). Maslow (1965) invented the term eupsychia to refer to any society that promotes growth choices of its members, and “which satisfies the basic needs and presents the possibility for self-actualization of all its members” (Hoffman, 1996, p. 205).

Both growth choices and regression choices are potential options for everyone. Ultimately, each personality must go its own way and be responsible for the choices he or she makes, developing their own abilities and exploring the human possibilities that he or she creates through their choices. By taking responsibility for the way the world is and choosing to change it for the better, we begin to heal the global, environmental, and social problems of our times and moves the species one step further toward its own greatest fulfillment. This is the transpersonal vision.




Every Individual Has the Right to Freely Choose Their Own Path


A fourth key idea that defines a transpersonal orientation in motivational science acknowledges the existence of individual differences, free will, and choice. Actions and events that are worthwhile, desirable, and significant for one individual may be meaningless to another because of differences in temperament, inclination, curiosity, training, education, past experience, or desire for knowledge. Each person lives by his or her intent and uses their will to deal with challenges in their own way. Each of us must follow our own. From the perspective of Aspect Psychology, “this is the meaning of spirituality” (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 7, p. 255). The species as a whole advances in knowledge through the life of its members. The species needs each of its individual members for this reason. Otherwise, the species as a whole stagnates.

An individual can choose among courses of action precisely because their inner self is uniquely suited to sense what course of action will lead to the personality’s own most probable development and fulfillment, unless there are obstacles in that direction. In the creative field of probabilities, there is always more than one way to become acquainted with the vital emotional reality of one’s impulses toward transpersonal states.





III. Transpersonal Emotions

A single emotional experience can validate an individual’s belief in the existence of self-transcendent states and affirm his or her felt-sense of meaning in life (King et al., 2006). A single experience of a transpersonal (self-transcendent) positive emotion can help a person “see the world and others as more benevolent and life as more meaningful, which, in turn, makes them more spiritual and, therefore, more prone to feel positive emotions, perhaps especially in dire circumstances, and to achieve better health outcomes” (Van Cappellen et al., 2013, p. 1392). Transpersonal (self-transcendent) emotions have the power to intensify, in the words of Ralph Piedmont (1999), our fundamental capacity “to transcend our immediate experiences in order to find a more integrative, synthetic understanding of life. The understanding that arises from these efforts allow individuals to not just survive, but thrive” (p. 1010).




Practical Experiment: A Memory Refresher



Our capacity to transcend and transform our immediate emotional climate of the moment can be demonstrated by “Memory Refresher” exercises created by professor of writing Nancy Ashley (1984). Modern memory research has disclosed that when you recount moments of gratitude, awe, equanimity, or joy that you felt in the past, you can actually bring the felt-sense of those emotions once again into the moment, changing your present, and prepare yourself for similar feelings in the future.

For this experiment, read each question that follows and recall the suggested scene. Then close your eyes and imagine yourself within the scene (not as a spectator outside the image, but as a participant within it), reliving it, engaging all your senses as you feel yourself there now, savoring the sensations in your body as the feeling-tone rises and holding it. Then open your eyes and read the next suggested scene and proceed in the same fashion, taking your time with each one.



Gratitude


Remember a time when someone showed their love for you and you discovered you really mattered to someone? Remember a time when you felt at one with the world and that all of your imperfections were redeemed in the greater scheme of the universe? Remember a time when someone helped you at a time when you really needed it and you really appreciated that? Remember a time when you helped someone else in need and felt really good about it? Remember a time when things worked out just right and everything seemed to fall into place? Remembering acts of kindness—both given and received—allows feelings of gratitude to arise anew (Routledge et al., 2012).




Awe


Remember a time when you wept at the sight of astonishing beauty and were filled with wonder at the wisdom of Nature’s design? Remember a time when you looked up into the deep blue vastness of space and the star-filled night sky and felt a part of it all? Remember a time after reading certain verses of poetry how you felt wonder, amazement, and delight that your own deeply held truths were known to others? Remember a time when you experienced a meaningful coincidence and felt amazed at the mysterious interconnectedness of life?




Equanimity


Remember a time when you gave put aside all your worries and concerns, and simply said, “Let thy will be done”? Remember a time when you felt at peace and at ease, couched and supported? Remember a time when you felt (and knew) that the emotional ups-and-downs of life all had a meaning and a purpose and that everything was as it should be?




Joy


Remember a time when you felt beautiful and free and so happy to be alive? Remember a time when your joy knew no bounds? When you laughed and laughed and laughed? Remember a time you felt so happy because you just knew that everything would work out OK? Remember a time when you played hookey? Remember a time when you did absolutely nothing and didn’t have a care in the world? Remember a time when you witnessed the simple, natural act of animals or a young child at play that delighted you so? Remember a time when a bodily condition that worried you healed itself and you felt so relieved and oh, so joyous? Remember a time when you were so happy that you just wanted to cry and dance and twirl all around with arms outstretched with the very cells of your body shouting, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” (Meadows, 2014).

Such reflective meditations are a simple way of evoking into present awareness those sacred memories of gratitude, awe, peace, and joy that are uniquely your own to enrich your daily living. When elicited often, these memories can create a habit of consciousness in which the evoked psychological qualities of gratitude, awe, peace of mind, and joy become an important element of one’s attitude toward life. When consciously drawn upon in moments of stress, they can momentarily disrupt the usual narrow and rigid focus upon waking work-a-day worries and concerns, and open up experience to something More.

From a transpersonal perspective, all emotions are potential doorways to the transcendent and the transpersonal. The key to opening the door is found in acceptance of your emotional self—not superficially, theoretically, or idealistically but practically and concretely—as the person you are in the here and now. By accepting the validity and legitimacy of all of your emotions and not denying the integrity of your experience, you can begin to work with what you are and the emotions that you have. By accepting your feelings at this moment, at any moment, you open the door to feelings which serve as a direct corridor to your figuratively “higher” Self (Assagioli, 1988). Your present feelings are your quickest entry point. The Transpersonal Self is as immediate as the self that you know and is as intimate as your breath and whispers even now in your experience.

Descartes famously proposed that one’s thoughts were adequate proof of one’s existence. “I think, therefore I am” declared Descartes. Descartes’ creative error was not giving sufficient consideration to feelings. From the transhumanistic perspective of Aspect Psychology, it is desire, wish, and expectation that represent the proof of one’s own reality. Feelings, not thoughts, are adequate proof that one exists. It is not, “I think, therefore I am,” but “I feel, therefore I am.”







The Nature of Transpersonal Emotions





Transpersonal Emotions Defined


Transpersonal emotions accompany experiences “in which the sense of identity or self extends beyond (trans) the individual or personal to encompass wider aspects of humankind, life, psyche, and cosmos” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a, p. 3). An emotion can be labeled “transpersonal” if it involves self-expansiveness beyond a person’s usual ego self-concept (Friedman, 2013a) or includes an extension of consciousness beyond ordinary limitations of time and space (Grof, 1975). Emotions can be considered transpersonal if they implicate humanity’s religious sentiment, self-actualizing tendencies, will-to-transcendence, will-to meaning, spiritual transcendence, or any other impulse toward transcendent (transpersonal) states of being, knowing, and doing. An emotion is labeled “transpersonal” if its phenomenology and epistemic content reflects the knowledge of what Abraham Maslow called Being-cognition and the fulfillment of Being-values (Maslow, 1959, 1971, pp. 251–266). It is transpersonal if it contains the felt energy characteristics of peak-experiences or plateau-experiences (Krippner, 1972a; Maslow, 1962). An emotion may be called transpersonal if its felt meaning is integrative/holistic and transformative (Hartelius, Caplan, & Rardin, 2007), reveals the individual’s highest potential and best possible self (Lajoie & Shapiro, 1992), or implicates engagement with the “dynamic and undetermined mystery or generative power of life, the cosmos, and/or spirit” (Ferrer, 2011b, p. 2).

Transpersonal emotions include feeling states associated with exceptional human experiences, such as mystical/unitive experiences, encounter-type experiences, psychic/paranormal experiences, unusual death-related experiences, and exceptional normal experiences (for a review, see Palmer & Braud, 2002; Palmer & Hastings, 2013). These emotions carry the personality momentarily beyond (trans) its usual boundaries of personal awareness and may, at special moments, put the personality in touch with the source of its own transpersonal being. Honoring such a natural dimension or aspect of consciousness has the potential of leading the present ego personality to insights and solutions, emotional realizations and intuitive insights that can help the entire personality find fulfillment, understanding, exuberance, and peace in waking daily life (Braud, 1994, 2003a).

Stanislav Grof’s investigations of psychedelic consciousness disclosed the existence of highly condensed “multilevel dynamic constellations of emotions” that he called “condensed experience” (COEX) systems (Grof, 1993, pp. 24–28). COEX systems contain constellations of emotions and memories from different periods of one’s life that share the same pleasant or unpleasant emotional quality and physical sensations associated with them—many COEX systems being related to the trauma of biological birth that subconsciously influence waking experience and behavior. Grof’s investigations indicated that not all emotional and psychosomatic disorders originate exclusively in infancy, childhood, the interpersonal dynamics of family systems, or the personal subconscious of the individual, but may find their source in these various COEX constellations.




Exemplars of Transpersonal Emotions


Anthony Sutich (1969), one of the co-founders of Transpersonal Psychology, identified the emotions of ecstasy, awe, bliss, and wonder as part of the subject matter of the field. Affective scientist Louise Sundararajan (2000) identified the emotions of dread, panic, sorrow, rejection, joy, serenity, wonder, and acceptance as constituting transpersonal (“Being”) emotions. Transpersonal psychiatrist Roberto Assagioli (1988, pp. 193–291) identified the appreciation of beauty, feelings of love, the bliss of joy, the experience of power and will, the moral sense, and the capacity to know and understand as “spiritual elements in the personality.” These motives and emotions, according to Assagioli, serve to “form a link between our ordinary human personality and the spiritual ‘I,’ the spiritual Reality” (p. 250). Psychologist Robert Emmons (2005b) identified joy, gratitude, awe, wonder, and hope as emotions that proceed from religious/spiritual experiences. Psychiatrist George Vaillant (2008) equated eight positive emotions with the experience of personal spirituality—awe, love, trust, compassion, gratitude, forgivingness, joy, and hope.

Patty Van Cappellen and Bernard Rimé (2014) attribute the term “self-transcendence” to a particular group of pleasant (positive) emotions—elevation, compassion, admiration, gratitude, love, and awe—that the subdiscipline of Positive Psychology considers “self-transcendent” emotions (for a discussion of the “moral emotions,” see Haidt, 2003). There is a family resemblance between Positive Psychology’s self-transcendent emotions and Transpersonal Psychology’s transpersonal emotions (as an aspect of Being-value and Being-cognition). All of the self-transcendent emotions can reasonably be considered “transpersonal” because they inspire the ego-self to move beyond (trans) the personal to the interpersonal and, in some instances, to the transpersonal. Gratitude, awe, compassion, inner peace (equanimity), joy, and love take us beyond ourselves and their accompanying subtle energies can be used to reinforce the vitality and strength not only of one’s own being but the vitality and strength of others’ as well.




The Transformative Potential of Negative Emotions


Not only positive (pleasurable) emotional experiences are involved in the expansion of self-consciousness beyond personal ego (e.g., peak-experiences; Maslow, 1962). Negative emotions are as vital to psychological life as positive emotions and both have their place in the personal growth and development of the individual (Maslow; 1964, p. xiv). Maslow saw nadir experiences—“experiencing of what is subjectively recognized to be one of the lowest points of life” (Thorne, 1963, p. 248)—as providing opportunities for personal growth and development just as much as peak-experiences with their high (peak) points of joy, awe, and wonder.

Clinical counselor Russell Stagg (2014) provided a review of the characteristics of the nadir experience and the type of events that trigger it. Nadir experiences also set the occasion for opening the individual up to increased personal wellbeing, to an enhanced meaning and purpose in life, and to a deeper spirituality, inner wisdom, and a rediscovered compassion for all living creatures following a nadir event. The transpersonal emotions that accompany turmoil-induced awakening experience (S. Taylor, 2013), ego-transcendence, and ego-transformation have the potential for evoking post-traumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1998, 2004) and quantum change (Miller & C’de Baca, 2001).

From a transpersonal perspective, the self-transcendent emotions, both positive and negative, are meaningful precisely because of their potential to bring the individual in connection with that “undetermined Mystery of being” (Ferrer’s phrase) from which all life springs, even when that meaning is not intellectually understood at the time. Some individuals begin to feel deeply within themselves that the quality of identity and the nature of existence is far more mysterious than they can presently understand. The highly charged energy generated by self-transcendent emotions can be enough to change a person’s life in a matter of moments. The task of transpersonal psychotherapists is to reform the client’s existing knowledge framework to make it strong enough to support the new insights and open up new avenues of emotional choice.







Emotional Choice



Emotions are the motion of one’s being and, as such, are highly fluid, dynamic, malleable, and subject to change. Students may forget what teachers say and do in the classroom, but they never forget how teachers made them feel. Ultimately, all true learning is emotional learning. Emotions’ susceptibility to change has been a focus of research in affective science and has given rise to the field of emotion regulation (Gross, 1998). “Cultivating emotions that are helpful—and managing emotions that are harmful—is one of the central concerns of the field of emotion regulation” (Gross, 2013, p. 359). Emotion regulation strategies include cognitive reappraisal, dis-identification, distraction, expressive suppression, negative functional appraisal, psychological distancing, reflection, rumination, self-talk, and social sharing (for an overview, see Koole, 2009).

Some transpersonal psychologists, given the field’s humanistic roots and emphasis on free will and responsibleness, prefer to call the action of managing one’s emotions as “emotional choice” instead of “emotion regulation.” This semantic move is intended to emphasize the fact that your emotions are not something apart and separate from you that can objectively be regulated or controlled as one would an external thermostat or the speed of a moving automobile, unless you believe them to be. Emotions are an expression of your being that are not to be banished but befriended (Welwood, 1979). How a person chooses to regulate her or his emotional state has been associated with greater satisfaction in social relationships, interpersonal sensitivity, and prosocial tendencies (Lopes et al., 2005) and greater overall wellbeing (Gross & John, 2003).



Transmutation of Emotion


Emotions, like thoughts, have a psychological structure (J. Russell, 2003; Shaver et al., 1987). This psychological structure is malleable and can be mentally manipulated and is the basis for individual emotional choice. Neurolinguistic programmers Leslie Cameron-Bandler and Michael Lebeau (1986) offer strategies for how to move from one emotional state to another by changing one or more components of the underlying structure of any emotion. For instance, feeling overwhelmed changes to feeling responsibly creative once you recognize you have been doing too many things at once without setting priorities, and decide to slow down, chunk the overwhelming task into smaller ones, and work only on what you can do first and enjoy doing. Feelings of inadequacy change to feelings of adequacy once you stop comparing what you have or can do with what others have or can do, and start remembering your own capabilities and past demonstrations of competence. Feeling depressed changes to feeling encouraged by remembering that “this too shall pass,” and identifying at least two things in one’s life that are better now than they once were by comparison. Feelings of unbearable deprivation change to feelings of gratitude once you think about what you have compared to what many human beings on the planet have, and realize that you are kings and queens in comparison (pp. 163–185, 213–217).




Importance of Expectation


One’s success in shifting from one emotional state to another requires recognizing the importance of expectation. Emotions can be transformed from one form or structure to another only if the individual has the expectation that it is possible to do so. Expectation is the trigger and the force behind emotional choice. If a person wants to change his or her present emotional state, desire is not enough, but expectation is. This is one reason why individuals who remain optimistic and hopeful in the face of adversity, failures, obstacles, and setback tend to persist longer in pursuit of their goals than individuals who give pessimistic interpretations or explanations in the face of adversity (Seligman, 2011). Optimists expect to succeed, whereas pessimists expect to fail.




Informational Value


Cameron-Bandler and Lebeau (1986, pp. 213–217) describe how all emotions possess informational value that can provide important understanding about what is going on in the physical environment, give insight into one’s experience of the world, and disclose knowledge about other people with whom you interact. Feelings of inadequacy, for instance, can be a signal that you are unfairly comparing yourself to others, that the goals you set for yourself are unrealistic, or that you are ignoring your own strengths and attributes. Your emotional feeling of being overwhelmed may be a signaling that you need to re-evaluate and set priorities on the tasks you have set for yourself. When seen in the light of their informational value, even negative or “bad” moods gain a quality that makes them worth having because they communicate something of value to the individual that signals a response is required. Sad or depressing thoughts can provide a refreshing change of pace, for instance, leading the individual to periods of quiet reflection and to quieting the body so that it rests. The person can experience personal difficulties if he or she ignores or overlooks what his or her emotions are trying to communicate. Even anger can be mindfully held in order to discern its informational value before being manipulated away (Masters, 2000).






Problems, Challenges, and Possibilities of Transpersonal Motivational and Affective Science





An Understudied Area in Transpersonal Psychology


Systematic study of transpersonal emotions has been scanty. Other than investigations of love and compassion (Welwood, 1996), spontaneous and involuntary weeping (Anderson, 1996), tears of wonder-joy (Braud, 2001), compassionate anger (Masters, 2000), and the structural-phenomenological study conducted by affective scientist Louise Sundararajan (2000), few investigations of this topic have been conducted. Masters (2000) observed that “transpersonal theory generally has had little to say about emotion per se” (p. 31), despite the fact that affect has long been acknowledged to be a core feature of consciousness (Wundt, 1897; James, 1950 [1890], Vol. 2, pp. 442–485).

There are a number of reasons why transpersonal emotions remain an understudied area in Transpersonal Psychology—many of which have to do with the prejudiced perceptions of transpersonal psychologists themselves. For some transpersonal psychologists, emotions that accompany transcendent and unitive experiences are not considered essential to these experiences, but instead are viewed as secondary and unimportant side-effects and distractions from a genuine encounter with the Sacred. Other transpersonalists may consider all emotions to be potentially transpersonal and so the distinction is not useful and framing emotions as either transpersonal or non-transpersonal is unnecessarily reductionist.

Still other transpersonalists view the idea of eliciting or cultivating transpersonal emotions with suspicion. Unless the psychospiritual development of the whole person is taken into consideration, to what end and at what consequence would evoking transpersonal emotions be desirable? What is more important, so the argument goes, is not the experience of a transpersonal emotion per se but rather the encounter with it by a sufficiently prepared consciousness so that growth rather than spiritual bypassing or ego-aggrandizement is an outcome. Some transpersonalists claim that transpersonal emotions do not belong to the world of conceptualization and logic and are therefore beyond conventional scientific inquiry and rational description. Other transpersonal researchers find the operationalization of self-transcendent (transpersonal) emotions in Positive Psychology experiments trivial compared to what these emotions are in real life and the experiments themselves loaded with demand characteristics.




Topics Awaiting Study


Despite the problems and challenges, the possibility of a transpersonal motivational and affective science is not beyond the reach of Transpersonal Psychology. Like other natural events, they can be studied by qualitative organic, intuitive, naturalistic methods of disciplined inquiry (Anderson & Braud, 2011; Braud & Anderson, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). There is clear overlap between emotions that accompany transpersonal experiences and the self-transcendent positive emotions studied in the subdiscipline of Positive Psychology (Peterson & Martin Seligman, 2004, p. 519). Some transpersonalists draw inspiration from the work conducted in Positive Psychology and the research designs used for the study of seemingly exotic, nonordinary emotions in a rigorous and practical manner—despite their shortcomings. The challenge is to coherently link theory and research of ordinary personal emotion studied in orthodox, Western affective science with theory and research of nonordinary transpersonal emotions studied in Transpersonal Psychology—bridging psychological science and transpersonal spirit—so that each area of study “broadens and builds” the other.

On the one hand, it is true that transpersonal motives and emotions are not separate from the rest of human motivation and emotion by virtue of them being “transpersonal.” From a certain perspective, there is nothing distinctive per se that differentiates transpersonal emotions or as being independent from other emotions in their essence; they are simply one element among many others of a consciousness that involves multiple qualities or components.

On the other hand, the emotions of gratitude, elevation, awe, compassion, equanimity, joy, tears of wonder-joy, sacred weeping, and love have an overlapping “family resemblance” dimension that makes them transpersonal. They all have an affiliation with experience historically called “spiritual.” They all have a connection with Being-values of the kind described by Maslow (1971). They all involve, to a greater or lesser degree, a perception of the integrated interconnectedness of the life-world beyond (trans) limited frames of reference and conditioned belief systems of familiar ego-directed portions of the personality. Each have characteristic features and core relational themes (i.e., eliciting stimuli, appraisal patterns, thought-action tendencies, physiological markers, and behavioral expressions) that can be used to conceptually distinguish one from the other.

Despite the challenges in cultivating transpersonal motivation and emotion in the unprepared and underdeveloped personality, the cultivation of such qualities of consciousness provides opportunities for postconventional growth and development. Cultivating consciousness of self-transcendent (transpersonal) emotions has the potential to optimize exceptional physical health and psychological wellbeing (Fredrickson, 2000) and trigger spiritual transpersonal experiences that promote further development (Saroglou, Buxant, & Tilquin, 2008). Cultivating consciousness of transpersonal (beyond ego, self-transcendent) emotions such as compassion has the potential to motivate prosocial behavior that helps humanize an inhumane world (Condon & Barrett, 2013).







Conclusion


The study of human motivation and emotion is a profoundly complicated, multifaceted, and messy affair, especially when human motives, needs, and emotions are considered in a wider transpersonal (beyond-ego) context that endows them with greater purposes and meanings than traditionally assigned to them by general psychology. As transpersonal historian Mark Ryan (2018) put it,



The basic idea of transpersonal psychology may be infinitely profound, but it can be stated simply: Our individual ego, our sense of a personal self and the psyche that sustains it, is embedded in an interconnected cosmos; our personal psyche reaches into, and is penetrated by, a collective consciousness, a natural ambience, a spiritual foundation and context. Our individual consciousness, then, stretches beyond the personal; it has dimensions that are transpersonal.… We are dealing here, then, with a scientific and empirical study of mind oriented toward spirit—a spiritual psychology.

(p. 127)




This makes the study of human motivation and emotion an even more complicated affair, especially given the fact that we are so close to the “object” of our investigations (i.e., we are what we study).

By encouraging us to explore the hidden contours of our own awareness, Transpersonal Psychology seeks to expand experientially one’s understanding of the role that one’s motives, needs, and emotions have played in one’s own development in a most practical way. As awareness and self-knowledge expands, we become more capable of displaying possibilities of achievement in our life that might have otherwise gone undeveloped.

When there is good communication between all areas of the whole personality, a good balance between the reasoning mind and the intuitions, and the different levels of consciousness are well integrated, then the purposes and intents of the whole Self become fulfilled and the outer personality flourishes. This is always the direction of development, until finally the outer (personal) self and the inner (transpersonal) self are one, at which point further adventures of consciousness and stages of development await as discussed in the next chapter (Cook-Greuter, 2000).
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I. The Nature of Transpersonal Development




What Is Transpersonal Development?



Transpersonal development is a dimension of lifespan development beyond (trans) the “average” or conventional. As a form of postconventional development, it has its source in the human motivation to transcend a life committed purely to the satisfaction of deficiency needs of the present ego personality. It has as its aim and goal the experiencing and knowing of one’s self, one’s body, other beings, and the natural world as something More—an emotional realization and intuitive comprehension that is gained through the character of the knowledge provided during an expansion of personal consciousness and an act of Being-cognition rather than logic or reasoning. It is development motivated by the desire to seek out and fulfill certain values, such as truth, goodness, beauty, unity and wholeness, aliveness, uniqueness, perfection, completion, justice, order, insight, meaningfulness, and other forms of value-fulfillment—what Abraham Maslow called values of Being or B-values (Maslow, 1971, pp. 318–319).

Transpersonal development is simultaneously a process and a state of being that is grounded in the experience of value-fulfillment that increases the meaning, purpose, or quality of whatever life an organism feels to be at its center of being and that promotes its health and flourishing. It is an instance of personality growth that commonly involves a transcendence or transformation of the conscious “I” (personal ego) which results in a higher level of ego-maturity. Transpersonalist Arthur Hastings (2010) described it as “an atypical, nonlinear process in human development; they may involve conscious and out-of-conscious elements; they are usually healthy and integrative” (p. 119).



What Is So Special About a Transpersonal Approach to Human Development?


A transpersonal approach to human development distinguishes itself from more conventional approaches in a number of ways. First, it acknowledges a spiritual and sometimes paranormal (psi) dimension to personality development (Assagioli, 1988) and the existence of biologically pertinent impulses toward ultimate states of being, knowing, and doing (i.e., growth-needs or metaneeds) that shape individual lifespan development and whose persistent deprivation leads to pathology (Maslow, 1971).

Second, a transpersonal approach to human development presumes that human identity is not a finished product, but the sort of consciousness meant to change, develop, and grow in value-fulfillment throughout the lifespan (Combs & Krippner, 1999; Stevenson, 1957). The term “identity,” like all concepts, is limited because it makes one think of identity as being one single, indivisible thing. Yet one’s identity changes across the lifespan and can recognize itself as a portion of more than one selfhood—as a son and father, for example, or as a daughter and mother, as young and as old—while still retaining its own individuality, its own psychic identity.

When the individual uses the word “I,” he or she usually means their personal ego and tends to identify the whole self with that small portion of personal consciousness. “This is me” and “I am myself,” we say. Yet that statement does not mean the same thing when spoken by the same person as a child, as an adolescent, as a young adult, and as an elder. “This is me” and “I am myself” comes to mean different things at different stages of development across the lifespan. The individual becomes aware of larger portions of his or her own identity and is able to use newfound abilities in a conscious way.

From a transpersonal perspective, each person is in a constant state of becoming—not becoming more perfect, but becoming more of his or her authentic, Real Self (Allport, 1969 [1955]; Rogers, 1961). This process of becoming is a playful endeavor, not a deadly serious one, and unfolds more like the act of dancing or performance of a piece of music than a rational act of goal-setting. As Alan Watts (1985) put it,



No one imagines that a symphony is supposed to improve in quality as it goes along, or that the whole object of playing it is to reach the finale. The point of music is discovered in every moment of playing and listening to it. It is the same, I feel, with the greater part of our lives, and if we are unduly absorbed in improving them we may forget altogether to live them.

(p. 23)




Instead of saying, “Let me develop as I think I should develop” or “Let me develop as I want to develop,” you say, “Let me develop as I should develop.” No matter how difficult it may be to understand, life is a mystery to be lived on its own terms, not a problem to be solved with demands and conditions imposed upon it. The goal of transpersonal development, in the words of Aldous Huxley (1954), is “to discover that we have always been where we ought to be” (p. 78).




Developmental Stages Beyond the Conventional


The transpersonal vision of human development is informed, in part, by Maslow’s studies in the 1960s of peak-experiences. Maslow’s studies of transcending self-actualizers disclosed a kind of knowing (Being-cognition), motivation (metaneeds), and morality (Being-values) beyond ordinary levels (Maslow, 1971). His research disclosed possibilities of “adult transpersonal realizations” beyond self-actualization; that is, the point of personal growth in which the person becomes relatively free of the tyranny of basic needs and deficiency motivation and yearns to fulfill latent capacities and potentialities (Hunt, 2006, 2016).

This vision of human growth and development at “the farther reaches of human nature” (Maslow’s phrase) emphasizes the role of awareness and experience in human knowing and the importance of compassion and responsibility in human behavior. It also calls attention to possibilities of growth choices, authentic living, and the fulfillment of Being-values beyond conventional levels (Vaughan, 1985). It is a view of postconventional development that has come to be increasingly represented in the field of adult development studies (for a review, see Cook-Greuter, 2000; Miller & Cook-Greuter, 1994, 2000; Pfaffenberger, Marko, & Combs, 2011). Spurred on by research conducted by developmental psychologists such as Jane Loevinger and Lawrence Kohlberg, the psychological mainstream has gradually become more open to such possibilities of human (spiritual identity) development beyond conventional levels of ego identity.

The experience of ego-transcendence and ego-transformation as aspects of postconventional development is called many names—conversion, a discovery of the sacred, a type of mystical experience, the activation of unconscious complexes or archetypes, a metanoia or metamorphosis, part of a species-wide transition and evolution of consciousness, a form of spiritual development, and a dissociative condition in which one structured personalized identity is replaced by an interior subsidiary identity system. For many people, such experiences occur within a secular context, rather than a churchly one (S. Taylor, 2012; Wade, 2018). This means that the immanent-transcendent impulse toward ultimate states in human development and accompanying exceptional human experiences and transformative capacities that have been traditionally interpreted in religious terms can be now be meaningfully understood in naturalistic, secular terms (Boucouvalas, 2000; Wilber, 2006).






Transpersonal Development as Spiritual Development in a Different Voice





Spiritual Development as a Transpersonal Concern


Friedman, Krippner, Riebel, and Johnson (2010) provided an overview of several models of spiritual identity development derived from traditional indigenous (e.g., shamanistic), Eastern (e.g., Hinduism, Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Jainism, Sikhism, Shintoism), and Western (e.g., Judaism, Catholic and Protestant Christianity, Islam) cultures. The existence of so many models of spiritual development across, and even within, religious traditions, makes it questionable whether any single composite model of spiritual development will ever be adequate enough to encompass them all. Nevertheless, formulation of stage theories of spiritual development that apply across all individuals of all faith traditions have been attempted (e.g., Fowler, 1981).

From the participatory perspective of Transpersonal Psychology, there are as many paths for spiritual development as there are individuals. No single conventional perspective of religious/spiritual development—biological, behavioral, cognitive, evolutionary, or sociocultural—is sufficiently comprehensive to capture the full dimensionality of all forms of religious and secular spiritual development, especially its unconscious roots in the human psyche (Ferrer & Sherman, 2008a). From one point of view, “spiritual development is nothing other than human development viewed (or conceived) from a particular perspective” (Helminiak, 1987, p. xii). From another point of view, “[Spiritual] development can also be transpersonal, in the sense of pointing to something beyond the individual as an isolated being and that interconnects the individual to the sacred or cosmos in which, inextricably, one is always embedded” (Friedman et al., 2010, p. 81). We are human beings having spiritual experiences and spiritual beings having human experiences.




Gendered Spiritual Development


Human development—spiritual or otherwise—does not unfold the same way for everyone. Carol Gilligan (1982) made important discoveries how men and women may grow through the same basic four stages of human development—the selfish stage, the care stage, the universal care stages, and integrated stage—but they do so “in a different voice.” Dream researcher Patricia Garfield (1988) has written about how women’s dreams are given voice in symbolism that is different from men’s dreams. Consideration of gender differences has been largely absent from traditional models of spiritual development and male and female spiritual development are typically framed as being equivalent. Feminist writers point out that the idea that spiritual development follows a clearly defined directional trajectory that is the same for males and females is an unexamined presupposition championed largely by male theorists and may not represent the spirituality of many women.

Peggy Wright (1995, 1996), one of the first transpersonalists to bring a feminist voice to Transpersonal Psychology, argued that because the physical, psychological, and emotional nature of women is different from that of men, their path of spiritual development is also different and takes a somewhat different trajectory (see, for example, Ruumet, 2006). She noted that the field of Transpersonal Psychology has drawn heavily on Western and Eastern traditions in which male-oriented ideologies tended to predominate. She offered a detailed critique of the ways in which the field is androcentric; that is centered on a male point of view that is dominated by masculine interests, values, and priorities.

Wright (1995) advocated for a more gynocentric psychology centered on a female point of view that emphasized feminine interests, values, and priorities. She recommended that “multiple approaches to transpersonal development [be used] to keep a balanced perspective” (p. 10). The absence of gynocentric data from most developmental models used within Transpersonal Psychology (e.g., Ken Wilber’s structural-hierarchical, Michael Washburn’s spiral-dynamic) highlights the need to expand and revise these models to increase their relevance and applicability to reflect gendered paths of ego-transcendence and ego-transformation.

More recently, transpersonal feminists Christine Brooks, Kendra Ford, and Ann Huffman (2013) drew attention to how sociocultural factors—such as race, socioeconomic status, sexual orientation (LGBTQ), physical disability, age, and ethnicity—affect psychospiritual development and interact with biological sex in the formation of identity. These factors also relate to differences in the spiritual development of white women and black women (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Brooks, Ford, and Huffman (2013) called for greater awareness of how social contexts influence the “gendering” of paths of spiritual (transpersonal) identity development and what it means to be a socially constructed gendered self.




Lifespan Development: East and West


Most stage theories of human development—including Piaget’s cognitive theory, Kohlberg’s morality model, Maslow’s motivational scheme, and Loevinger’s system of ego development—were developed within the context of individualistic, Western cultures (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, pp. 222–251). If this “context of discovery” is overlooked, then it becomes relatively easy to generalize these ethnocentric models to societies for which they are inappropriate and mistakenly presume that certain qualities and attributes of cognition, morality, motivation, and personality are universally applicable to all cultures. A transcultural approach is important because it can lead the developmental psychologist to go beyond such misattributions, creative errors, and false views of human development, look outside established theories and models, and perceive human development in a completely new way that discloses developmental capabilities previously overlooked.

Eastern maps of human development, such as the tantric chakra system, are based on a Hindu (or yoga) psychology, philosophy, and theology of human development that is quite different from conventional Western models and take a more inclusive stance toward a wider range of personality action (e.g., recognize paranormal phenomena, reincarnation). They postulate the existence of various spiritual centers of energy located along the spine of one’s “subtle” (i.e., nonphysical but distinctly real) body that serve as pathways for personal and transpersonal development unacknowledged in Western models (C. Best, 2010; Evans, 1986; Nelson, 1994).

Kundalini is a Sanscrit term of ancient India that identifies a form of divine energy (or shakti) coiled at the base of the spine which purportedly plays a key role in “actualizing cosmic awareness in the individual psyche” (Louchakova & Warner, 2003, p. 115). Transpersonal scholar Stuart Sovatsky (2009) described kundalini as the “ultimate maturational force… the somatic basis for all manner of spiritual aspirations and complete maturation of the ensouled body … the developmental force that unfolds humans to their fullest physio-spiritual nature… the fundamental guiding urge or intelligent energy of human development” (pp. 1–16).

Kundalini is typically not a term you see in conventional Western psychology human development textbooks. Transpersonal scholar Jorge Ferrer (2008b) considered these Eastern psychophysical models of development important because they highlight the goal of living “a fully embodied spiritual life” that includes “the body as a living partner with which to co-create one’s spiritual life” (p. 1). Other Eastern maps of human personality, such as the Abhiddhama (Bodhi, 1993), whose insights are based on Buddhist-inspired meditation practices, present a different view of human development that finds application in evidence-based mindfulness practices in the mental health field settings.

The Hindu and Buddhist maps of human development differ in terms of what they conceive to be the ultimate end or goal of human development as well. In Buddhism, the end of development is “expressed in absolute unitary consciousness where distinction between self and not-self cease to operate” (MacDonald, 2009, p. 91). This version of optimal human development ultimately requires loss or annihilation of one’s ego, elimination of all desire, and a disidentification with the body. This realization is usually attained only after years of disciplined practice in strict performance of a proscribed meditative technique.

If you do not practice Buddhist-inspired meditation but do something else instead, Hindu yoga, for example, then you attain a completely different Self-Realization as a goal of development—the awareness of an inner self (or Atman) and “soul” of which all creatures are endowed that partakes in the nature of the Divine—a notion that Buddha said was quite erroneous because his form of practice (vipassana and insight meditation) showed him something different. The point here is that how you know determines what you know.






Ego-Transcendence and Ego-Transformation as Aspects of Transpersonal Development





Distinguishing Ego-Transcendence and Ego-Transformation


What does it mean for the personal ego to transcend itself as part of transpersonal (post-conventional) development and how does ego-transcendence differ from ego-transformation? Transpersonal scholar Ralph Metzner (1986) clarified the difference between the transcendence of a personalized identity structure (e.g., the personal ego) and its transformation in the following way: “To put it simply: to transcend is to go beyond; to transform is to make different” (p. 15). In ego-transcendence, a personality trait or state of awareness is surpassed by figuratively “moving beyond it” or “rising above it.”

In ego-transformation (also called transmutation), the ego personality structure is changed, altered, converted, or transduced from one form to another. Habits of perception and patterns of thought become different. For example, if one’s sense of separation from oneself, one’s body, other people, and the natural world dissolves in a sense of nondual awareness and becomes a part of one’s everyday consciousness, as the result of meditation practice or an experience of cosmic consciousness, then we can say that the personality structure itself has been transformed. Ego-transcendence and ego-transformation, in other words, are two very different possibilities of spiritual identity development.

The important point is that neither ego-transcendence nor ego-transformation necessarily imply the annihilation or obliteration of the phenomenal “I” or personal ego. Instead, there is an extension or transformation of consciousness-of-self so that it now includes into its identity more of what it already is. You become more aware of what you always were. Having become more aware, the conscious “I” is now aware there is still more to be aware of. You are no longer the same person, since you have extended yourself, and increased yourself by each arising and satisfying of a need. Yet you are the same self, the same person because you are that which has extended itself. As Aspect Psychology put it, “What you were is still present in what you will by now have become” (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 3, p. 300).

Ego-transcendence and ego-transformation includes an expansion of self-consciousness and a movement toward better psychological and physical health “beyond” the normal or ordinary (Walsh & Shapiro, 1983). Ego-transcendence and ego-transformation are not individual developments of the person and by the person alone. They are a relational development and “one that transcends ego not by going up into higher states of consciousness [vertical transcendence] but outward into the self-forgetful engagement of compassion, altruism, service, and the practice and promotion of justice [horizontal transcendence]” (Hartelius & Harrahy, 2010, p. 17).




Communicating the “Ineffable” Through Symbol, Metaphor, Poetry, Art, and Music


Ego-transformations (i.e., a change in the structure of personalized identity) often strike the individual who experiences it as ineffable and beyond the ability to understand or express in analytic, abstract, linear verbal terms. Metaphors, poetry, similes, analogies, parables, fables, myths, and story-telling are common linguistic devices used to “describe the indescribable” (Valle & von Eckartsberg, 1989). The metaphor of “The Journey,” for instance, has had a profound impact on the world’s major religious traditions (e.g., Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism; Walsh, 2012).

Transpersonal scholar Ralph Metzner (1986) identified ten classic metaphors of self-transformation. They include the movement from dreaming to awakening, from illusion to realization, from darkness to enlightenment, from imprisonment to liberation, from fragmentation to wholeness, from separation to oneness, from being on a journey to arriving at the destination, from being in exile to coming home, from seed to flowering tree, from death to rebirth. Collectively, these metaphors of transformation reflect the varieties of transpersonal development, the mobility of consciousness, and the fluid, dynamic nature of the transformative process.




The Varieties of Transpersonal Development


Sometimes experiences of ego-transcendence and ego-transformation are sudden, rapid, and abrupt as in peak-experiences, religious conversion experiences, moments of satori or mystical ecstasy, creative inspiration and psychedelic vision (e.g., Hastings, 2010; Loder, 1981; Rambo, 1995). At other times, it may be slow and gradual and involve a step-by-step process of accumulated changes that unfold over time as happens in learning, healing, psychotherapy, or meditation practice (Laughlin, 2017). Sometimes the development is temporary and reversible and may be the result only of a transitory alteration of consciousness as may occur during a dream, a psychedelic session, a period of illness, a deep state of hypnosis, spiritual emergence, or spiritual emergency.

Not all such experiences lead to altered traits of personality or a lasting transpersonal development. Transpersonal psychiatrist Roger Walsh (2003) stated, “A single experience, no matter how powerful, may be insufficient to permanently overcome mental and neural habits conditioned for decades to mundane modes of functioning” (p. 4). Major enduring life changes do occasionally occur following a single experience (e.g., near-death experiences; E. Alexander, 2012; Morse, 1992; Ring, 1998). Transforming peak-experiences into plateau experiences, altered states into altered traits, epiphanies into personality changes is a challenge for most people and commonly a long-term project (Krippner, 1972a; H. Smith, 1964).

Experiences of ego-transcendence and ego-transformation may be externally induced as by a wilderness experience, a series of psychedelic drug experiences, a life-threatening illness, a hypnotic induction, or an encounter with another person (e.g., “love at first sight”). They may be internally induced, occurring without any apparent external influence but the outcome of some self-induced, intrinsic transformation. They may even be triggered by the action of such diverse events as disease, trauma, or religious ritual and ceremony or spontaneously with no apparent antecedent triggering event.

Sometimes the effects of such experiences are visible in a way that can be seen or felt by others. At other times the development may go unrecognized by others but secretly nurtured by the individual who has experienced the transformation. The complex nature of motivation involved in ego-transcendence/transformations is illustrated by the case of Mother Mary Theresa of Calcuta (Friedman et al., 2010). Mother Theresa, whose decades of visible selfless service to the poor of Calcutta, gave no hint of the invisible “dark night” of her soul, her moments of loss of faith, and the felt lack of God’s presence in her life during the latter part of her many years of love and service to the poor (Kolodiejchuk, 2001; Van Biema, 2007).

Transcendence/transformations of ego in identity and consciousness development can be progressive or regressive. The distinction between progressive and regressive development relates to the “Pre/Trans Fallacy” noted by transpersonal scholar Ken Wilber (1980b, 1982). The pre/trans fallacy involves (a) mistaking prepersonal developments that are really regressive and digressive for progressive transpersonal developments and (b) mistaking transpersonal developments that are really progressive for regressive or digressive prepersonal development. The pre/trans distinction figures prominently in some discussions of whether or not children have the capacity for authentic spiritual experiences.





II. Transpersonal Development Across the Lifespan

Transpersonal scholars Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1993a) stated that the developmental journey from childhood to old age, from personal (conventional) development to transpersonal (postconventional) development, from ego-transcendence to ego-transformation involves at least five components (p. 114):



	Seeing through the limitations of convention and recognizing further developmental potentials;

	Undertaking a practice capable of realizing those potentials;

	Experiencing for oneself the flashes of illumination that transform future potentials into present realities;

	Extending flashes of illumination into abiding light; and

	Bringing that light into the world for the benefit of all. Undertaking this process is regarded by the great wisdom traditions [Buddhist, Catholic, Hindu, Moslem, Jewish] as the highest goal and greatest good of human existence.






Childhood Spirituality





Is There Childhood Spirituality?


The developmental journey of childhood raises the question: “Is there childhood spirituality?” This is an important question for developmental transpersonal psychologists and cannot be answered simply (childhood defined as between ages 2 and 12). The answer will depend on whether or not spirituality displays sequential stage-like characteristics and whether a person can leap across or jump over figuratively “lower” stages of development to have experiences that are theoretically accessible only at “higher” levels or structures of consciousness development. It will depend on whether or not spirituality is conceived to be a separate line of development that unfolds apart from other kinds of psychological development (e.g., cognitive, moral, affective, social) with its own distinct developmental timetable. It will depend on what one means by the words “spirituality,” “spiritual development,” and “spiritual maturity.” Although there are no consistent or generally accepted definitions of any of these terms in the psychological literature, there is no lack of theories of spiritual development in children (e.g., Roehlkepartain et al., 2006).


NO, AUTHENTIC CHILDHOOD SPIRITUALITY DOES NOT EXIST

Theorists who endorse stage models of human development tend to be skeptical about the possibility of childhood spirituality. Carl Jung (1960f [1931]) in an essay titled “The Stages of Life” concluded that authentic and genuine spiritual experiences tend to occur only during the adult stage of life because of all the other development issues that must be addressed earlier. Abraham Maslow (1971) believed that the child cannot transcend what the child does not possess and “is innocent because he is ignorant. This is very, very different from the ‘second innocence’ or ‘second naivete,’… of the wise, self-actualizing adult who knows the whole of the D-realm, the whole of the world… and yet is able to rise above them” (p. 256).

Developmental psychologists who presume that psychological development proceeds in a stage-like fashion from pre-personal through personal to transpersonal levels also assume, according to Thomas Armstrong (1984), that “transpersonal issues become a concern only when the individual has achieved a fully matured personality and begins to experience a need to transcend the limitations of personal boundaries” (p. 208). As Ken Wilber (1999b) puts it, “the psychological must generally be completed before the spiritual can stably emerge simply because, as much research indicates, you can’t have post-conventional without first having conventional, and so on” (p. 9). The meaning of the words “spirituality,” “spiritual identity,” and “spiritual maturity” would be interpreted very differently depending on the particular stage of faith development (Fowler, 1981). In this view, spirituality of the mature kind is theoretically impossible because it requires, by definition, that the individual has already passed through or achieved Fowler’s individuated reflective stage of faith.



YES, THERE IS SPIRITUALITY IN CHILDHOOD, BUT LIMITED

Washburn’s (2003a) spiral-dynamic model of ego development appears to permit the possibility of spiritual experiences before the imposition of repression in infancy of a generically similar kind to that of adulthood—both being “states of connection to the Dynamic Ground”—but are expressed differently in a prepersonal and transpersonal form (p. 24). From the perspective of Ken Wilber’s structural-hierarchical theory of consciousness development, childhood spirituality is presumed to be limited only to rare and exceptional cases of peak-experiences. A more mature and “authentic” form of spirituality requires the child to have integrated prepersonal, personal, and transpersonal stages of development (Wilber, 2000a, pp. 139–141).

Transpersonal researcher Steve Taylor (2009) identified nine characteristics of spiritual experiences, some of which are presumed to be accessible in childhood. Edward Hoffman (1992) identified nine categories of spiritual peak-experiences derived from phenomenological interviews with adults about “the most memorable peak-experiences of childhood through the age of thirteen” (p. 52). Hoffman concluded that Maslowian-type peak-experiences occur in childhood and that they can be profound enough to have a lasting impact long into later adulthood (Hoffman, 1998). According to Michael Piechowski’s (2001) review of the literature, “the currently available pool of published accounts of childhood spiritual experiences numbers more than 700” (p. 3) and indicates that occurrences of childhood spiritual experiences are a relatively more common phenomenon than previously thought.





The Challenges of Research Into Children’s Spiritual Experiences


The controversy over whether children are capable of having spiritual experiences continues for a number of reasons (Tamminen, 1994, p. 64). First, there are language limitations of children (and adults) who have not developed the vocabulary necessary to clearly describe their experiences or to express what is often considered “ineffable.” Second, there are memory limitations that constrain what can be remembered about an experience that happened in the distant past. Third, there are the methodological limitations of research design. Most research into the spiritual lives of children is retrospective research (i.e., self-reports obtained from adolescents and adults in the present about a past experience in childhood). Fourth, there are limitations of cognitive schemas through which such experiences are interpreted and given meaning by the children. Despite the challenges of conducting research into the spiritual experiences of children, such experiences continue to be reported in the literature and appear to be a relatively common phenomenon (Giesenberg, 2000; Roehlkepartain et al., 2006).




The Transpersonal Nature of Childhood


Most studies of childhood spirituality have been framed within the context of Western stage-models of human development. Eastern developmental models add ingredients to the mix that are missing from Western stage-models. For example, Hindu sage Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga model of human development offers the intriguing metaphysical possibility that the newborn infant is not simply an empty sponge ready to soak up knowledge upon birth, but possesses innate spiritual knowledge that is the outcome of having experienced previous lifetimes or existences (e.g., reincarnation; TenDam, 2003).

Observations obtained during Holotropic Breathwork (S. Grof & C. Grof, 2010), psychedelic psychotherapy (Grof, 1975), and of spontaneous memories of some children (Stevenson, 1987) suggest that the personality has conscious access to pre-birth memories under some conditions. This includes knowledge of birth memories from present life (Chamberlain, 1998; Verny, 1981) and memories that appear to be acquired from previous lifetimes (Mills & Tucker, 2015). In this view, we have a history before our birth and are born already filled and soaked with knowledge, some of which will come to the surface and be used consciously, some of which will not. Transpersonal researcher Thomas Armstrong (1984) argued for this view when he stated that “certain children would qualify has having authentic transpersonal experience on the basis of having acquired access to transpersonal levels of development in the course of previous lifetimes” (p. 222).

Knowledge of the higher developmental stages are as much within us now as our genes, in other words, and inherent in the structure of the brain and body. The species has built into it all of the knowledge, information, and “data” of its spiritual nature and of “the spiritual or heavenly consciousness which is forgotten and sometimes remembered in childhood, [that] forms the basis for… authentic transpersonal experiences” (Armstrong, 1984, p. 221). Such a human possibility, if incorporated into Western theories of human development, would radically change orthodox Western psychology’s understanding of human personality throughout the lifespan, and require, according to Armstrong (1984) “a re-conceptualization of human development to account for the possibility of authentic transpersonal experience in childhood” (p. 222).






Conscious Aging in Adulthood and the Elder Years





The Wisdom of Youth and the Joy of Old Age


The developmental journey from childhood to old age is fraught with stereotypes about age and aging usually accepted by the young and old alike—that youth represents the apex of the lifespan from which there is no further journey but decline, that maturation ends in adulthood, and that aging and being old is marked by incapacities and loneliness to be endured. These stereotypes, however, have proven not to be an accurate representation of the facts. A substantial body of research conducted in several countries indicates that old age can be a time of self-knowledge and realization and the mind can grow stronger as the brain grows older, if one believes that it does and stays physically active and cognitively engaged in life (Atchley, 2009; Goldberg, 2005). Creativity and productivity can continue well into one’s eighties and nineties depending on the profession (artist, musician, author, scientist, philosopher, politician, judge, pope) (Lehman, 1953). As Robert Atchley (2011) noted, “many of the spiritually developed human beings are older men and women” (p. 156).

Many transpersonal authors have written about the topic of aging (e.g., Chinen, 1986, 1989; Ram Dass, 2000; Wack & Boucouvalas, 2011). Melvin Miller and Susanne Cook-Greuter (2000), for instance, bring together a collection of essays from experts in the area of adult development that offer an overview of how human creativity and the impulse toward transpersonal states contributes to the emergence of integrity and wisdom in the mature, spiritual self of the elder years. Eric Erikson, in partnership with his wife Joan, described in their book Vital Involvement in Old Age, how the transpersonal wisdom of elders emerges and develops (Erikson, Erikson, & Kivnick, 1986). The Eriksons remind us that physically, our bodies must follow the nature into which we were born. In the context of physical nature, both youth and old age have a place and are highly important. Age does not automatically make one less a person. The experiences one encounters when one is 53 or 65 or 78 or 87 are as necessary and important as those experiences in our teens, our twenties, or when we are thirty-something.




Erik and Joan Erikson on Conscious Aging


Developmental psychoanalyst Erik Erikson (b. 1902–d. 1994) is not usually considered a transpersonal developmental psychologist. The transpersonal implications of Erikson’s work, however, can be found in his writings about the fruits of the last season of life—insight, integrity, and wisdom—when “wise adults are spiritual persons and moral leaders” (Hoare, 2000, p. 94). Erik Erikson and his wife Joan believed that the psychosocial issues of old age, especially after 70, can best be understood and addressed from a spiritual perspective (Erikson & Erikson, 1997).

According to transpersonal gerontologist Robert Atchley (2011), “Spirituality finds its way into Erikson’s framework through the gradual emergence of a type of consciousness that results in a ‘heightened awareness that can by no means be claimed by the usual ‘ego,’ defined as a special kind of ‘I,’ which could be called a transpersonal ‘I am’” (p. 159). It is where, in the words of transpersonal authors Robert Frager and James Fadiman, “Erikson smuggled the concept of the human spirit into psychoanalytic theory” (Frager & Fadiman, 2013, p. 174). Any one of three forms of spirituality—“intense awareness of the present, transcendence of the personal self, or feelings of connection with the ground of being”—can be seen as a part of a person’s ongoing journey of aging, changing life stages, and dying (Atchley, 2011, p. 157). Transpersonal development is a life-long process.

Our different life experiences and our changing physical image are a necessary part of our reality in time and are intended to teach us important biological and spiritual lessons. Life experiences are dependent upon their duration in time. Wisdom grows as a result of the mind reflecting upon its experiences. It was Carl Jung who noted that the spiritual development that occurs during a person’s movement toward “individuation” happens during the last half of life (i.e., the process of integrating the conscious ego and the unconscious Self; Edinger, 1972). “A human being would certainly not grow to be seventy or eighty years old,” Jung (1933) wrote in his classic Modern Man in Search of a Soul, “if this longevity has no meaning for the species. The afternoon of human life must also have a significance of its own and cannot merely be a fitful appendage to life’s morning” (p. 109).




Facilitating Conscious Aging


Research conducted as part of the Institute of Noetic Science’s worldview transformation project has disclosed how “conscious aging”—that is, training yourself to consciously bring attention to your intention to be more self-aware and self-reflective in your moment-to-moment or day-to-day activities—“offers the opportunity to look at relationships—to heal, forgive, and experience compassion for self and others [that] can lead to an expanded sense of self and the world” (Schlitz, Vieten, & Erickson-Freeman, 2011, p. 233).

One way to facilitate conscious aging, according to transpersonal scholars Marilyn Schlitz, Cassandra Vieten, and Kathleen Erickson-Freeman (2011), is to participate in consciousness-raising exercises and activities. This may involve developing a habit of meditation practice, contemplative prayer, journal writing, taking a walk in nature, performing yoga exercises, engaging in self-observation, or housecleaning with mindfulness (“Present Moment, Wonderful Moment”; Hanh, 1990). If you cannot live in the moment, at least try to live day-by-day.

Consciousness-raising may mean limiting or avoiding altogether the many “weapons of mass distraction” (e.g., television, Twitter feeds, Instagrams, email) that consume one’s life. It may involve taking time to reflect on one’s critical self-talk and reshaping it in more positive and self-compassionate directions. It may require finding sources of inspiration and guidance in books, community groups, or a mentor who can provide the needed support and encouragement. All these external resources can help the emerging new insights and practices take root in daily life. They can facilitate engagement in a form of personal “conscious aging” that moves from “Me” to “We.”







Transpersonal Gerontology and Gerotranscendence





Spiritual Seeking in the Elder Years


Transpersonal scholar Quinton Wacks (2011) observed, “spiritual concerns, development, and experiences become more important to adults as they age” (p. 129). According to Robert Atchley (2011), the results of much research indicates that “beginning around 35 or 40, as age increases, so does the proportion of people who are consciously involved in an inner exploration of the meaning of their existence and their relation to the universe” (p. 158). Christel Lukoff and David Lukoff (2011) proposed that this may involve being engaged in various forms of “spiritual seeking” (e.g., spiritual practices, service to others) as individuals engage in three major spiritual tasks that people face at the end of their life: “(a) find meaning in one’s life; (b) die appropriately; (c) find hope that extends beyond the grave” (p. 209).

Spiritual seeking is never a linear process and the circumstances that can awaken interest in transpersonal growth are always highly individual. There are trends in the research that nevertheless suggest that “older adults are more likely to see themselves as more spiritually committed, more engaged in spiritual practices, more likely to have subsequent spiritual experiences, and more likely to serve others as a result of their experience” (Wacks, 2011, p. 129).




Transpersonal Gerontology


Quinton Wacks (1994) was one of the first psychologists to call for a transpersonal gerontology that recognizes aging as a “spiritualizing” process (Jones, 1984). Transpersonal gerontology calls attention to the many later-in-life opportunities to deepen and expand understanding of one’s spiritual nature (Schachter-Shalomi & Miller, 1995). Later-in-life possibilities for transpersonal development include developing the contemplative skills, such as meditation, for accepting “what is” and coping with feelings of shame, guilt, and despair that serve as obstacles to self-acceptance. They consist of detaching from physical possessions, letting go of previous social roles and identities, and re-ordering priorities. They comprise learning from loss, pain, and suffering and transforming physical diminishments into spiritual insight. They embrace learning to live with awareness and peacefulness in the present moment.

Later-in-life opportunities for transpersonal development include opening to the wisdom and compassion that motivates care for oneself and for others, mentoring future generations, and leaving a legacy that can be passed on to others. Possibilities for late life spirituality also include acknowledging the unity of life and death—that death is as much a part of life as night is a part of day. It means preparing for a death with dignity and for what existences and experiences may lay beyond this life. Wacks (2011) argued that clinical research and educational programs are now needed that recognize later adult years as providing “special and ideal conditions for such psycho-spiritual development” (p. 127). Quinton Wacks and Marcie Boucouvalas (2011) identified a number of issues awaiting further study regarding the nature of late life spirituality that would serve as excellent research topics for students of Transpersonal Psychology.




Gerotranscendence


Like transpersonal gerontology, gerotranscendence is a broad perspective on transpersonal development that attempts to account for the changes that are observed to occur from middle age onward in one’s cosmic worldview, transcendent view of the self, and selectivity in one’s social and personal relationships that become prevalent in adults over 70 (Tornstam, 2005). In the experience of gerotranscendence, according to Lars Tornstam (2011, pp. 169–173), your experience of time is changed and the feeling of being part of the flow of generations is increased. Fear of death becomes less as the mystery of life is accepted on its own terms. Hidden aspects of the self—both “good” and “bad”—become discovered as overly elevated self-esteem becomes reduced to more realistic proportions. The individual becomes more selective in his or her choice of company as an increased need for solitude and private contemplation become evident (often misinterpreted as a sign of unhealthy isolation and depression).

Material possessions become less important as one starts giving away things and becomes more tolerant, and more open-hearted in one’s judgments of others than one may have been in younger days. Not everyone reaches high levels of gerotranscendence for various reasons, but if a person is open-minded enough to accept such experiences as a normal part of the aging process, then one becomes more likely to notice signs of its occurrence in one’s own aging process as one prepares for the inevitability of one’s own death.






Practical Experiment—Your Life, Your Masterpiece



Transpersonal Psychology is an experiential psychology of human possibilities in the widest sense of the term. It seeks to move the person beyond mere intellectual knowledge to awaken a kind of nonconceptual knowing that deconstructs the abstractness of concepts and the conditioned habits of perception that prevents the person from gathering the personal evidence for the transpersonal concepts that he or she seeks to understand. One way to do this is to engage in thought experiments that provide an opportunity to explore different ways of putting together the important events of your life that have shaped your personal development over the course of your lifetime up to the present moment.

We are used to organizing our memories of past experiences as linear, chronological, temporally ordered events. There are other ways of using the mind’s associative processes to organize the sacred memories of our life that are just as valid and legitimate. This experiment has three parts and is adapted from transhumanistic Aspect Psychology. The first part of the exercise begins in the following way.


If you can, find 10–12 photographs of yourself in which the most important events of your life are clearly depicted and place them before you in the form of a portrait, with the pictures arranged as a series of scenes beginning with the earliest photograph at the upper left-hand corner and ending with the latest or most recent photograph at the lower right-hand corner. These photographs can be of yourself at different ages and with different people assembled. The events selected, however, must be important to you. If your high school prom meant nothing to you, for instance, do not include it in your set of photographs. If you cannot locate any snapshots clearly depicting the most important events of your life, then proceed imaginatively. Imagine a very large painting depicting the most important events of your life, arranged in small squares as a series of scenes that might be viewed as you would a comic-book page, beginning with the earliest events at the top left, ending finally with the most recent events at the bottom right, in the manner described for the photographs.

(Roberts, 1979, p. 49)



Examine what you see there. Taking your time, experience each memory event as clearly as you can in the order that you have arranged them. How familiar or how strange is each photograph or scene? What similarities are there that unite each photograph in your mind? What experiences did you have when each photograph was taken and each event occurred? If there were other people present, try to feel the emotional interactions that existed between the various individuals in the time that the photograph was taken when event occurred (Roberts, 1977–1979, Vol. 1, pp. 179–180). This is a portrait of your past organized in the usual linear, chronological, time-ordered sequence of events, an arrangement with which you are probably most familiar.

In the second part of the experiment, you need to look at your portrait somewhat differently. You purposefully alter the order to the photographs and pretend that the future one came before the past one.


Completely switch the sequence, so that the earliest events are at the lower-right hand corner and the most recent events are now at the upper-left hand corner. Examine each image from the viewpoint of this altered perspective. Experience the memory event as clearly as you can. Pretend that the past one came after the future one. For each event, close your eyes and picture the scene happening as you remember it. Feel yourself there. See the sights, hear the sounds, smell the odors, savor the moment, and feel the effects of those emotions in your body now. Take your time. Remember the event and then follow it with the memory of one that actually came earlier.

(Roberts, 1979, p. 49)



What you are doing is literally expanding your usual waking consciousness by bringing into its focus another way of organizing past memories and present experience. Your goal is to re-experience the remembered events and their associated emotions and events outside of the usual time sequence in a playful way.

Performing in the ways suggested will open up alternate modes of perception, so that you can view your past and history from more than one standpoint. There are different kinds of knowledge. This experiment is intended to bring you in contact with knowledge of a different kind and acquaint you with different feelings of consciousness that may not be familiar to you. If you want to obtain the benefits, you must do the experiment. Simply reading about it will not give you the necessary experience that comes from actually performing in the ways suggested. As transpersonal scholar Kaisa Puhakka (2008) put it, “practice now comes first and theory and methods, informed by a consciousness changed by the practice, follows” (pp. 16–17).




III. Death and Dying

First, let us get the bad news over with: Everybody dies. Death is in the natural order of things and a part of living and every body eventually dies. As Larry Rosenberg (2000) so insightfully put it, “If you don’t want to die, don’t be born” (p. 87). Dying is a biological necessity, not only for the individual, but also to insure the continued vitality of the species. Life would be impossible to sustain if death were to “take a holiday.” The world would soon become overpopulated into extinction. The body dies many times, as the cells within your body die constantly to be replaced by other cells over the course of days, weeks, months, and years. The body’s stability is indeed dependent upon the birth and death of its cells. You do not perceive it, though, as your consciousness bridges the gap of those little “deaths” that you do not recognize as such.

Dying is also a spiritual and psychological necessity because there inevitably comes a time in everybody’s life when the energies of the spirit can no longer renew themselves through flesh. Transhumanistic Aspect Psychology proposed that “the nature of consciousness requires new experience, challenge, and accomplishment. This is everywhere apparent in nature itself. Death [is] not only a natural necessity, but also an opportunity for other kinds of experience and development” (Roberts, 1981, pp. 23–24, 39–40). The changing seasons of nature tell us this is so.




Death Awareness



Research has identified overlapping elements of spirituality and death awareness that lead to “living consciously” in later life (Kollar, 1985; Sherman, 2010). Enhanced life and death awareness and its transformative effect in reducing death anxiety and altering attitudes toward death can occur in many different ways, including surviving a heart attack (Lowry, 1979, Vol. 2, pp. 997, 1258–1260), meditating on a corpse (Suri & Pitchford, 2010), experiencing the birth of a child (Lahood, 2006), or watching cinematic film (Lu & Heming, 1987; Weimer & Lu, 1987).



Coping With Death Anxiety and the Fear of Death


A conviction in life after death is not necessary to relieve what psychoanalyst Bruno Bettelheim (1980) referred to as “death anxiety” about one’s own death or that of others. On the one hand, the idea of the facticity of death and the belief that it may represent the annihilation and extinguishing of one’s consciousness forever may itself bring a certain sense of release, wellbeing, and deep satisfaction for some individuals (Waldman, 1990). For other people, on the other hand, religious convictions play a role in supporting the ability of a dying person to cope with impending death. Morris Augustine and Richard Kalish (1975) reported that those who have faith in life after death find it much easier to accustom themselves to their impending death, although for some individuals religious convictions can make the coping process more stressful because of death-beliefs about guilt, punishment, and Hell.

Arthur Berger (2010) proposed a wager regarding the correctness of two different views of death likely shared by individuals who prefer to remain agnostic about what happens at the point of death. Berger stated: “I developed two different views of death on the assumption that one will be right…. If the first view, that is extinction, is the correct one, I will never know it or that the second view of transition is wrong. But if the second view turns out to be right, I will know it and will congratulate myself for having used it to face death.… So if I lose on the first, I win on the second” (pp. 50, 57–58).

As a rule, few of us remember our birth, except when those memories are elicited by special techniques. Most of us, however, remember the death of a beloved family member, friend or companion animal, and anticipate our own death, if not consciously then subconsciously. Bereavement and adaption in the aftermath of death is an experience that everyone goes through at one time or another. Transpersonal psychologist Arthur Hastings (2012; Hastings et al., 2002) reported on the positive effects of bereavement using a restricted sensory environment (psychomanteum) that appeared to facilitate feelings of contact with a person who is deceased (see also Klugman, 2006; Kwilecki, 2011; Roll, 2004).




Transpersonal Approaches to the Care of the Dying


Transpersonal Psychology has a special interest in the final stages of life, especially care of the dying (Halifax & Ostaseski, 2018; Ram Dass, 2011; Ram Dass et al., 2018). The dying person has a special awareness and needs that require understanding and their communications can be their “final gifts” to the living (Callanan & Kelley, 1992). Regardless of the spiritual beliefs and religiousness of the dying person, having a confidante, such as a close relative or friend with whom one can discuss and share one’s own beliefs about life after death and fears about dying, can be helpful in avoiding a sense of isolation during the dying process.

Health care professional Margaret Coberly and S. I. Shapiro (1998) described a “transpersonal approach to care of the dying” that incorporates the insights and applications of Tibetan Buddhism to death education. The transpersonal caregiver, according to Coberly and Shapiro, “is an individual relatively free of ego-bound fears and preconceptions—one who remains open-minded, compassionate, and receptive” (p. 3). This freedom from fear is grounded in the acceptance that we all will die someday and awareness of our shared fate in turn can give rise to feelings of empathy and compassion for those of us who are at death’s door. This empathy and compassion, in turn, can open the door to one’s own inner exploration of the transpersonal aspects of one’s own anticipated demise.

Open-mindedness, listening mindfully in nonjudgmental ways, perceiving the sublime and subtle energies of the body—one’s own and other’s—and being attentive to the potential for experiences that are transcendent, transpersonal, transhuman during the dying process are all qualities of character that define the transpersonal caregiver. The importance of love in the caring process cannot be overemphasized.

Poet and meditation teacher, Stephen Levin in his books titled, Who Dies? An Investigation of Conscious Living and Conscious Dying (Levine, 1982) and Healing Into Life and Death (Levine, 1987) offered numerous practical exercises, reflective meditations and advice that can help people, young and old, deal with fear and pain at the end of life. The focus of both these books is learning how to open one’s heart and mind to the immensity of living with death with calm and compassion in a manner that transforms one’s relationship to the dying process. One of Levine’s key ideas is that death should be something that we do, and not something that happens to us. This is what is meant by the phrase “appropriate death.” This translates into an important form of value-fulfillment: The opportunity to “die with dignity”; that is, die in the way that he or she wishes.






The Death Experience





Near-Death Experiences


Scholars have noted a number of resemblances between NDEs and the death process described in the Tibetan Book of the Dead (C. Becker, 1985; L. Epstein, 1990). Christopher Carr (1993) identified cross-cultural similarities in both Tibetan and Euro-American NDEs that “may reveal some fundamental properties of death” (pp. 97–98). Other scholars have noted similarities between NDEs and deathbed apparitions (Osis & Haraldsson, 1997). It is possible that reported NDEs only reflect the initial stages of the death experience and that there are further dimensions of experience and activity beyond the NDE itself that await the dying person. Christopher Bache (2000a) implied this possibility when he asked us “to imagine what we might learn if we could study a person who had not one but ten NDEs” (p. 107).

An aspect of NDEs important to discussions of transpersonal development are the life-transformative effects that such an experience can have on those who undergo them (Flynn, 1986; Morse, 1992). According to mixed-methods research conducted by Lindsay and Tassell-Matamua (2020), “embedded among, or perhaps even at the core of, this transformation is a new or increased belief in postmortem survival; an effect seemingly uninfluenced by previous religious orientation or degree of prior religiosity” (p. 304). Preoccupation with one’s personal future is no longer a focus of living. Personal preferences are experienced in a more detached way. What was previously seen to be ugly, unpleasant, depressing, or disgusting is now found to be interesting, beautiful, and even pleasurable. Near-death researcher Kenneth Ring (1998) presented many first-hand accounts of such transformational effects. John Wren-Lewis described the transformative effects of his own NDE following his revival from near-death poisoning in Thailand when he was 60 years old. “It’s more like a basic shift in consciousness whereby life in each moment becomes so vivid that anxiety about future survival, in the body or out of it, simply ceases to be important” [emphasis in original] (Wren-Lewis, 1994, p. 108). Not all NDEs are pleasant and some can be quite hellish (Greyson, 2021). Psychological difficulties may accompany some NDEs and clinicians need to be aware of what they are and how to address them in the clinical setting (Fracasso, Greyson, & Friedman, 2013).




The Tibetan Book of the Dead


As the term implies, a near-death experience is not a complete death experience, but only a “near” one. What happens at the point of actual death when you are no longer alive in physical terms? Will you still be yourself and who you are now with your familiar emotions and memories intact? The questions cannot be answered simply for there are many ramifications. There are some metaphysical hypotheses that point out directions in which empirically testable scientific answers might be found (see, e.g., Roberts, 1972, pp. 127–237). The Tibetan Book of the Dead describes the death and dying process and the nature of the after-death environment in which the dead will find themselves in some detail (Evans-Wentz, 1960 [1935]). According to Christopher Carr (1993), the Tibetan account is based on information derived from the knowledge of enlightened yogis and lamas who either remembered past lives, the transition period between-deaths, and rebirths as a result of prolonged meditation practice or who possessed such knowledge from birth.




Altered-State Hypothesis


Charles Garfield (1975) reported results of a study that provided conditional support for the evocative “altered-state” hypothesis that proposed individuals who “temporarily experience their own non-being” while in the living state would be less likely to fear death (i.e., Zen meditators, psychedelic drug users, practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism). Robert Leslie (1976) extended Garfield’s results to practitioners of Yoga who learn that “one of the first purposes of [yogic] meditation is attenuation of the fear of death” (p. 129).

Aspect Psychology offers a variation of the altered-state hypothesis by proposing that as a person gains greater familiarity with the mechanics of the dream state and experiences with out-of-body projections of consciousness, the idea of life after death becomes less outlandish. In this hypothesis,



In sleep and dream states you are involved in the same dimension of existence in which you will have your after-death experiences. In the dream state you operate under the same conditions, more or less, that are native to a consciousness not focused in physical reality. Many of your experiences, therefore, are precisely those you may meet after death. Therefore, the best way to become acquainted with after-death reality ahead of time, so to speak, is to explore and understand the nature of your own dreaming self.

(Roberts, 1972, pp. 142–143)



This variant of the altered-state hypothesis implies that it would be beneficial to learn how to control one’s dreams while in a lucid dream state (Gackenbach & Bosveld, 1989) and manipulate consciousness as it operates in out-of-body states (Rogo, 1993; Stack, 1988) in order to accustom oneself to the new conditions that may be encountered after death. Other forms of projections of consciousness, such as near-death experiences and shamanic-like journeying, that provide knowledge of the mobility of consciousness, might also prove helpful in acquainting the individual far better than words about the conditions that will be encountered after the biological death of the body.




Death and Personal Survival of Consciousness


The concept of the survival of personal identity following the biological death of the body is not new and has ancient roots, but is not a generally accepted theory in general psychology. The best indirect evidence for personal survival of bodily death, according to Arthur Berger (2010), is provided by near-death experiences that are combined with out-of-body projections of consciousness in which “the patients have cognitive functions after their brains have stopped functioning [and] were clinically dead yet they had conscious experiences and memories of their experiences” (p. 55). Such clear-cut cases do exist and can be found in accounts provided by neurosurgeon Eben Alexander (2012), and cardiologists Michael Sabom (1998), Pim van Lommel (2010), and Sam Parnia (2014). Arthur Berger’s (1987) own mediumistic experiments are described in his book Aristocracy of the Dead: New Findings in Postmortem Survival.

Psychical research and experimental parapsychology have historically considered three main types of data as suggestive of the continuation of personality after death (Braude, 2003; Carter, 2012; Fontana, 2005; Roll, 1982). These include: (a) apparitions of the dead (Osis & Haraldsson, 1997), (b) communications with survival personalities by mediums (Gauld, 1982), and (c) previous life memories (Mills & Tucker, 2015; Woolger, 1987). Philosopher and parapsychologist Robert Almeder (1992) summarizes some of the best evidence in support of the survival hypothesis. There are many good literature reviews offering a critical examination of the contentious debate of whether the survival of human consciousness is human potential or human illusion (Carter, 2007; McLuhan, 2010; Rock, 2013; Storm & Thalbourne, 2006). Neuroscientist David Presti (2018) offered a review of the major research programs dealing with the possibility of “mind beyond brain” conducted in the Division of Perceptual Studies (DOPS) at the University of Virginia Medical School that indicate some directions in which explanatory scientific theories may be found.

Just because a phenomenon cannot be currently explained does not make it unreal, impossible, or untrue. It simply means that there is no explanation for it within the existing knowledge frameworks of orthodox science. Instead of offering “the hollow shell of a promissory materialism” and being asked to believe that someday, somehow, Newtonian science will “‘prove’ that consciousness is an emergent property of matter” (Kripal, 2019, pp. 104–105), let us get on with the serious business of revising the metaphysical assumptions on which such magical thinking is based and conceive and explore alternative stories that are more in line with the objective data and first-person direct knowledge (Grof, 2019; Harman, 1994c; Kelly, Crabtree, & Marshall, 2015).






Conclusion


The question of how to overcome the current limits to psychological growth that sustain our current social problems and ecological crisis is not answered simply. The answers are not all in because all the questions have not yet been asked—questions that can lead developmental psychologists to seek a greater framework within which to understand and cultivate the farther reaches of human development (Maslow, 1971). Transpersonal Psychology, as “the study and cultivation of the highest and most transformative human values and potentials—individual, communal, and global—that reflect the mystery and interconnectedness of life, including our human journey within the cosmos” (Anderson & Braud, 2011, p. 9), has a role to play in providing developmental psychology a more expanded framework of possibilities for human development. This is why discussions of spiritual identity development are so important.

From the transpersonal perspective of Charles Tart (2002), “our ordinary ‘normal’ biological, historical, cultural and personal self is seen as an important, but quite partial (and often pathologically distorted) manifestation or expression of this much greater ‘something’ that is our deeper origin and destination” (p. 39). These deeper origins and destinations of personality development are examined in the next chapter.








Chapter 11


Personality
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I. What Is a Person?

Transpersonality theory is at the crossroads where most areas of Transpersonal Psychology meet. It is the point of intersection at which the study of transpersonal motivation and emotion, transpersonal development, transpersonality disorders, transpersonal psychotherapy, and the transpersonal vision converge. This is especially true given the field’s identity as a transformative psychology of the whole person.

Traditionally, personality theories have differed in their answers to the question, “What is a Person?” Each theory reflects a different approach or perspective toward the question—biological, psychodynamic, behaviorist, cognitive, humanistic, trait, psychometric, evolutionary, social-cultural, cross-cultural, feminist, and so forth—and emphasizes certain aspects of the structure, dynamics, and development of personality that others may ignore. The various answers may be so different that they appear incompatible and perhaps even irreconcilable with one another. As an integrative human science rather than a unified one, Transpersonal Psychology recognizes that each perspective or approach addresses different aspects of human personality and appears contradictory or incompatible only when taken to extremes and claiming to be the only aspect of human personality worth studying or that actually exists. Transpersonal Psychology takes the generous view that each approach or perspective offers true, but partial, answers and that the most complete understanding of the mystery of human personality comes from honoring all accounts as an important part of the story of human personality.




Elements of a Transpersonal Model



Transpersonal psychiatrist Roger Walsh and psychotherapist Frances Vaughan (1980b) identified four dimensions of a transpersonal model of the human person: (a) consciousness, (b) conditioning, (c) personality, and (d) identity. These “basic tenets of a transpersonal model [are] not intended to negate other models, but rather to set them in a larger context that includes states of consciousness and levels of well-being not encompassed by previous psychological models” (pp. 53–54).



Consciousness


One dimension addressed in transpersonal theories of personality is the role of consciousness in personality functioning. Roger Walsh (1983) noted that the Western attitude toward ordinary, waking awareness differs from the Eastern view. Orthodox, Western psychology, on the one hand, characteristically regards normal waking consciousness as the most optimal kind of awareness that a person can have and tends to use it as a baseline against which all other states and traits of consciousness are compared. Eastern consciousness disciplines grounded in practices such as Buddhist meditation and Hindu yoga, on the other hand, tend to view ordinary waking consciousness as a sort of dream or illusion that veils the true nature of reality and that constricts awareness into a narrow and limited focus that excludes from awareness as much as it includes (Walsh, 1980, p. 663).

Transpersonal models of the person attempt to find a middle way that integrates the insights of both Western and Eastern perspectives. They do so by recognizing the existence, value, and legitimacy of various states of awareness that possess potentially useful psychological functions that are not ordinarily available to normal waking consciousness, some of which possess properties and potentials that can be regarded as true “higher” states of consciousness (Walsh & Vaughan, 1980b, p. 54). If an adequate model of the person is to be conceived, in the words of William James (1936 [1902], “no account [of human personality] can be final which leaves these other forms of consciousness quite disregarded. How to regard them is the question—for they are so discontinuous with ordinary consciousness.… At any rate, they forbid a premature closing of our accounts of reality” (p. 379).




Conditioning


The second dimension of Walsh and Vaughan’s (1980b) transpersonal model are the learning processes of classical and operant conditioning—two forms of associative learning that play an important role in a broad range of exceptional experiences and transformative capacities (Neher, 1990). Walsh and Vaughan (1980b) stated, “the transpersonal perspective holds that people are more vastly ensnared and trapped in their conditioning than they appreciate” (p. 55). Roger Walsh (1984) in his book, Staying Alive: The Psychology of Human Survival, explained how the conditioned state of trance fostered by the socialization processes of Western culture has kept the species unresponsive to the global social and ecological crises of our times (e.g., violence, overpopulation, poverty, pollution, socioeconomic inequities). Walsh argued that freedom from such a conditioned state of trance is not only possible but also essential to staying alive in these times of accelerating change when human survival is not guaranteed. The practices of various consciousness disciplines (i.e., mental practices designed to expand perception and consciousness, such as meditation and yoga) are considered effective means of de-conditioning and helping the individual “wake up” from the consensus trance of normal waking consciousness (Tart, 1986, p. xi).




Personality


If the de-conditioning process is to be successful, it needs to involve all levels of the personality, which is the third dimension of Walsh and Vaughan’s (1980b) transpersonal model. Whatever is consistent and unique about the person is traditionally accorded a central place of honor in most mainstream theories of personality. In Walsh and Vaughan’s model, however, personality is not accorded the central importance that mainstream psychology gives it. Instead, personality is seen as “only one aspect of being with which the individual may, but does not have to, identify” (p. 56). The basic reality of subjective life is more extensive and expansive than the limited and limiting personal reality of the present ego personality in a normal waking state of consciousness. It also includes realms of the human unconscious disclosed by the consciousness research of Stanislav Grof and others (e.g., Grof, 1985, 1988a, 1993). It is a creative error to identify the whole of personality with its one small egoic extension and then consider the overall personality in those limited and restricted terms.





Identity


For working purposes, the term “self” (small “s”) refers to that portion of one’s whole identity known as the “personal ego” or phenomenal “I.” It is the familiar, physically oriented portion of identity that you call “me,” “myself,” and “I.” The ego-self consists of a certain groupings of specific traits, qualities, and attributes that are temporarily given prominence in experience in order to meet the demands of particular circumstances in daily life and ensure the physical survival of the body. The term “identity,” on the other hand, refers to the whole Self (capital “S” to emphasize its inclusiveness) that includes the personal ego and all other aspects of personhood, such as spiritual identity development (MacDonald, 2000), and those capabilities “hidden” in the unconscious (E. Taylor, 2009).

One’s taken-for-granted childhood sense of identity becomes the subject of a great deal of attention during adolescence and young adulthood, according to Eric Erikson’s stage theory of psychosocial development. Humanistic psychologist and educator Howard Pollio (1982) noted, “Because the development of identity precedes intimacy as a psychosexual situation, the nature of the identity attained strongly affects the kind of intimacy possible” (p. 276). From this perspective, teenage intimacy is more a matter of self-definition than of love. It is as if the teenager is saying: “My love for you becomes one more way in which I try to discover myself. I lose myself in you so as to find me.” Adolescent love allows the individual to take his or her sense of self-worth from another for a time and momentarily allow the other’s belief in one’s goodness to supersede the teenager’s own belief in lack of worth. In the other’s love, one senses one’s own potential for optimal growth and development. In the other’s eyes, one sees what one can be. Gender differences matter and the reverse may be true for females—the nature of intimacy attained will strongly affect the kind of identity achieved during this psychosocial stage.






Varieties of Personhood





Personality in Cross-Cultural Perspective


The culture in which one is raised plays an important role in shaping how a person understands the meaning of the terms “identity,” personality,” and “self” (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, pp. 320–345). All cultures of the world have some word or term that refers to the concept of self and societies everywhere make some distinction between self and non-self, although how the self-concept (self-representation, self-construal) is defined and interpreted will vary from culture to culture and among individuals within those cultures (Laughlin (2013c, p. 102). Eastern views of selfhood and identity in Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, and Hinduism (Ho, 1995), for example, differ from native American Indian concepts (D. Hill, 2006). Western cultures tend to emphasize individualistic conceptions of the self (i.e., independence, self-reliance, individual effort, achievement of personal goals), whereas Eastern cultures tend to emphasize collectivist conceptions of the self (i.e., interdependence, collective effort, harmony, sensitivity to the needs of others, subordination of personal goals to collective needs) (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).

Particular conceptions of the “self” may be characteristic only of certain cultures, in other words, which raises questions about the sort of “self” that is transcended or transformed in transpersonal experiences (Hollan, 1992; Mpofu, 1994; Spiro, 1993). Cultural differences can influence how peak-experiences are perceived and understood (Hoffman & Muramoto, 2007). Cross-cultural psychologists Eric Shiraev and David Levy (2017) stated, “In the Western model of personality, one can generate peak experiences through deliberate effort; in a more Eastern model this is not the case. Eastern models focus more on submission and selflessness” (p. 324).

It is important to avoid attributing to individuals certain personality traits based simply upon knowledge of that person’s culture or society, however. There are often greater individual differences within a culture than collective differences between cultures. Anthropologist Charles Laughlin (2013c) noted that, “the Western vs. non-Western conception of the self is not a simple black and white contrast, for there are people in each type of society that may be found to exhibit the style of self-construal of the other” (p. 101). Cultures and societies may divide individuals into categories (ethnicity, race, sex, nationality), but individuals do not necessarily use these categories to describe themselves.




Personality as a Self-Concept


Difficulties arise whenever abstract concepts such as “consciousness,” “identity,” “personality” and “self” are used to describe or explain living consciousness of the kind analyzed by French philosopher Henri Bergson (Barnard, 2011). The danger is that when these concepts are discussed separately, people tend to think that they are separate in essence. Mental concepts and verbal terms inevitably “divide in thought what is undivided in nature” (Watts, 1963, p. 45). Words and verbal labels have a tendency to turn dynamic processes into unchanging things (reification). People speak of having their own identity, their own self, their own personality as if it were a thing in their possession.

Consciousness, personality, and identity are not things that you own, possess, or can hold in your material hand. Psychologists infer their existence by observing their effects within the physical field, even while they do not appear within that field as definite physical entities. The self can be examined introspectively, but the examination itself changes it, which forms a new self that then requires further examination. To probe into it is to change it. When probed further, it forms a new personal reality that requires further investigation and so on. Your identity always escapes you, even while you are partially what it is.




Personality as Process and Action


Transhumanistic Aspect Psychology offers an evocative metaphor that captures three important attributes of human personality—the mobility of consciousness, the larger dimensions of personality action, and the existence of other reality fields with which the present ego personality is always engaged subconsciously and of which it is always a part (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 7, p. 280). In this metaphor, the whole self is compared to an ocean and the present ego personality represents the topmost wave at any given time. The egoic self is not a separate thing of itself or by itself, but a connected part of the whole, forever changing as it unfolds and enfolds back into the sea of consciousness to emerge again in a different form. The whole self continually enacts this birth-death-rebirth sequence on the part of its egoic extension, constantly creating and recreating portions of itself that it considers most capable of handling the particular demands of the changing physical environment and specific challenges of the work-a-day human cultural world at any given time. As various situations change, the characteristics of the present ego personality also change as various situations are encountered. The ego, therefore, is not one phenomenon, but a constellation of phenomena, and what is the conscious ego personality of today may belong to the subconscious portions of one’s identity tomorrow.

The ego of the child is not the same ego of the adolescent which is not the same ego of the mature adult or of the elder preparing to face death. The ego-self changes as a result of its experiences in life. When situations change and a particular ego framework has grown rigid and attempts to hold the upper position indefinitely, stubbornly refusing to return to the whole Self, then the psychical motion that forms the ego becomes frozen. When the ego-self attempts to dominate normally subconscious processes by stopping other aspects of the personality from entering into the ego framework, then built-up pressures occur and physical and psychological difficulties can arise. When the various portions of the whole self are operating harmoniously, then the physical systems of the body will be in good working order. The personality can then move in and out of different ego-selves as different life situations may require while at the same time the identity of the whole Self is maintained.





II. A Transpersonal Model of the Person




Frances Vaughan’s Inward Arc



According to transpersonal author Frances Vaughan (1985), the basic, firm groundwork of personal identity is our idea of who we are—our self-concept (i.e., the ideas that a person uses when thinking about himself or herself). Our subjective experience of ourselves, our body, the world, other people and “everything we do can be seen as an expression of who and what we think we are” (p. 25). Vaughan’s (1985) transpersonal theory of personality development describes different forms of the self-concept—the bodily and emotional self, egoic self-consciousness, existential identity, and transpersonal awareness—as they unfold throughout the lifespan through a recurrent cyclic process of identification, differentiation, transcendence, and integration.



The Bodily and Emotional Self


The most rudimentary form of identity or consciousness-of-self that an individual experiences in physical life is in infancy when the sense of self is largely grounded in the physical body. We identify with our body as an infant. It is “me.” If my body is hungry, then I am hungry. If I bite my hand, I bite myself. There literally is no separation between me and my body when I identify with it. I do not have a body. I am my body at this stage of personality development.

At first, we do not have a separate sense of self from the world of people, objects, and events that surround us because our identification is so large that we identify with even the world itself. That identification gradually pulls back upon itself as we learn to differentiate what is me from what is not me, the self from the not-self. We begin to distinguish my arm from the side of the crib, for example. Through this process of differentiation, I learn that although I am still my body, my body is not the blanket, my mother or father, or the mobile that hangs over my crib. The notions of “me” and “not-me” become distinguished. There comes a point in the life of every developing infant when there becomes established the separation of the self who perceives (and therefore judges and values) from the object which is perceived and evaluated.

Once sufficient differentiations are made, the infant’s identification with the environment and its objects become transcended. From this point onward, the world of things becomes something the infant can act upon. The world becomes something “out there” and my self becomes something “in here.” Out of this alienation from the world, the “ego” or “I” of the infant comes to sees itself as unique and separate, and able to examine the consequences of its actions. It sees itself for the first time as different from others and responsible for itself.

At the integration stage, one’s “self” is exclusively identified and integrated with the body and its needs. The basic issue is survival of the body. If my body survives, then so will I. Along with the body comes a host of emotions that the infant must encounter and with which it must now deal. As a consequence of the identification with the body, its needs and emotions, the infant feels no separation from them. The infant does not have needs and emotions; the infant is his or her needs and emotions.




Egoic Self-Consciousness


A second form of identity emerges when the sense of self shifts from being largely grounded in the physical body to becoming largely based in one’s phenomenal “I.” In the beginning, the infant is identified with its body (or physical self) and with its emotions (or emotional self). After about 2 years old, the infant begins to speak and learn a language and enters the stage of childhood. Once the child learns to attach a verbal label to his or her body and to his or her various needs and emotions, the process begins of differentiating from his or her body, needs, and emotions. The body with its feelings, wishes, and desires become separated from the child’s sense of self. He or she begins to identify with the verbally oriented conscious mind alone.

The body and emotions now become something that are transcended and acted upon using the child’s developing mental structures as tools of thought. As an infant, immediate gratification was the order of the day; now delayed gratification is expected. Needs and desires become differentiated, and some are gratified while others are not, some now and others later. As the child begins to gain more and more control over bodily functions, the sense of identification with the body subsides, until the child no longer is his or her body but has a body. The dis-identification with the body and emotions (i.e., I am not my body, I have a body; I am not my emotions, I have emotions) increases with the development of language.

With the aid of language, there is corresponding identification of the child with his or her developing conscious mind. Initially, the child has difficulty separating the remembered image from the present physical perception. With the development of imagination, the child with its embodied self-sense can now react not only to objective present situations, but to imaginary ones as well. With the growth of imagination, there is also a developing ability to anticipate the behavior of objects, events, animals, and other people.

Egoic self-consciousness consists of a fundamental identification with the entire constellation of one’s thoughts and beliefs, and with a host of external objects and alter egos. Many of the ideas with which an individual identifies originated from their parents, religious figures, teachers, peers, authority figures, or other agents of society and culture. I am what I think I am. If I think I am bad, then I am bad. If you think that it is wrong to feel anger and you feel anger, then you feel as if you are wrong. When someone criticizes an idea that you hold and if you identify yourself with that idea, then you may feel as if you yourself have been criticized. If someone says, “That’s a stupid idea,” you may feel that you are stupid.

This exclusive identification with one’s thoughts sets into motion psychological processes that can constrict who we believe ourselves to be and soon creates the impression of a thinking self that is separate and isolated from others. When you remember that you are not your ideas or beliefs, but that you have ideas and beliefs, and that you can change your ideas and beliefs while remaining the same person, then you have taken a big step in the deconditioning process of freeing yourself from the tyranny of socialization and enculturation processes.





Shift From Egoic Self-Consciousness to Existential Identity


The third form of identity emerges when the sense of self shifts again from being largely grounded in the experience of a stable, solid, permanent personal ego to becoming based in a profound felt sense of the impermanency of the self and the transitoriness of life. During this highly dynamic stage of identity development, it gradually dawns upon the personal ego that, despite all its frantic efforts to maintain its constancy, stability, and permanence of identity that it too is subject to the laws that govern the conditions of existence into which it was born. If one wishes to become an authentic and fully functioning person, then one must be willing to confront the existential realities of fear, shame, guilt, suffering, freedom, aloneness, and death. One must have, as the title of the book by Daryl and Sara Van Tongeren (2020) declared, “The courage to suffer.” Everyone dies; nothing lasts; everything changes. Eventually I must confront the threat of my own extinction. The self-consciousness that emerges from this confrontation with the existential realities of physical life is named the existential self.

The emergence of the existential self provides the opportunity to throw off all social expectations and social roles previously adopted in an attempt to uncover the authentic and real personality that lies beneath the masks and “false fronts” that the personal ego has developed over the years. In the shift from egoic self-consciousness to an existential identity, the personality strives to become genuine and authentic in his or her dealings with oneself, others, and the world, especially in one’s encounter with experiences of guilt, suffering, and death. As this occurs, the sense of self begins to expand as it includes more of itself into itself.




Shift From Existential Identity to Transpersonal Awareness


A fourth form of identity gradually emerges as one’s felt-sense of identity shifts from being largely grounded in one’s existential self-identity to one based in a search for answers about the ultimate meaning of life and death (Wink & Dillon, 2002). In the shift from existential identity to transpersonal awareness, the individual begins to question the assumption that the self is a truly independent, separate, and self-contained entity who exists alone and isolated in a disconnected and ultimately meaningless world. Boundaries begin to dissolve as the personality moves from a sense of personal egoic and existential independence to a felt-sense of interpersonal relatedness at all levels of existence. In the shift from an existential identity to transpersonal awareness, ego boundaries become more permeable. Body, mind, and self become perceived to be one part of an open living system existing within a larger ecosystem of nature and the human cultural world. This expansion in one’s point of view is the result of a growing willingness to accept one’s own life on its own terms and a developing openness to experience and trust in one’s impulses and emotions.

The shift from existential identity to transpersonal awareness is often a long and arduous task that is neither easy nor simple because it requires that the internal division between the personal ego and its disowned “shadow” elements be healed. In Jungian psychology, the Shadow is the repository of thoughts, feelings, images, and impulses considered to be socially reprehensible that are suppressed by the present ego personality into the personal subconscious and become hidden from public view behind the social mask of the Persona. When the shadow-like elements of one’s personality are acknowledged and accepted and projections are reclaimed as one’s own and become assimilated as a part of one’s identity, the sense of self expands further. A fully functioning existential self-identity requires an integration and assimilation of the subconscious “Shadow” portion of one’s present ego personality if the transpersonal Self is to be approached with any success.







Approaching the Transpersonal Self



As the individual comes to acknowledge himself or herself as part of an open, living system of participatory relationships instead of as a separate and detached ego, one’s wider identity “beyond ego” begins to be disclosed. The inner quest that begins as a search for meaning, authenticity, and self-knowledge on the existential level eventually leads to a release of the personal ego from its previous identifications and the uncovering of a new more expansive identity. The ego no longer considers itself the center of the personality around which all other aspects of the personality are expected to revolve and that exist for the use of the ego alone. In the shift from an existential identity to transpersonal awareness, the personal ego realizes that it is only a part—indeed a necessary part—of a much larger, previously hidden self-identity that is its own.

It is an emotional realization that comes about as a result of the differentiation of the personal ego from the contents of its own stream of consciousness through a process called “dis-identification.” Roberto Assagioli (1965), founder of the school of Psychosynthesis, described an exercise designed to help in this dis-identification process: “I have a body, but I am not my body.… I have emotions, but I am not my emotions.… I have an intellect, but I am not my intellect” (pp. 118–119).

What emerges after successfully distancing one’s existential self from one’s sensations, feelings, and thoughts is the awareness of oneself as a witness to one’s stream of consciousness. It is a state of awareness that is the goal of some meditation practices and resembles a capacity for “a witnessing the world” that Abraham Maslow described as part of plateau-experiences (Krippner, 1972a, p. 115). Once dis-identification with former identifications occurs, there is a transcendence of them in which those previous identifications become subsumed into a wider, more complete self-concept. The process of dis-identifying with one’s body, one’s emotions, and one’s egoic-self is a transcendence of body, emotions, and personal ego—not a denial or rejection of them—into a more inclusive integration.



Contacting the Transpersonal Self


Frances Vaughan (1985) described this transcendence process as a simultaneous “moving away” and “moving toward” motion in personality development. New qualities of character, cognitions, and value fulfillment are brought into operation in waking experience as one moves away from the narrow and restricting outlook of the personal ego and makes contact with one’s wider identity. There is an influx of new experience, understanding, and knowledge into daily life. What has happened is contact with a larger portion of one’s own identity called the transpersonal Self (capitalized to emphasize its inclusiveness).

Who or what is the transpersonal Self? Roberto Assagioli (1965, 1988) has written a great deal about the transpersonal Self in his system of psychology called Psychosynthesis. The transpersonal Self represents a person’s core inner identity that is responsible for one’s sense of continuity throughout the lifespan. That inner Self is both beyond the personal “I” which makes up your outer identity and surface personality, while also being within and behind it, beneath and above it, apart from and yet everlastingly a part of it at the same time. The conscious self with which you are so intimately familiar is a portion of the transpersonal Self, supported and energized by this wider self-identity that is “beyond ego” and is the ego’s source. The transpersonal Self is aware of itself as you and as something more than you. Frances Vaughan (1985, pp. 55–57) and Piero Ferrucci (1982), provide a series of experiential exercises to help the individual make contact with his or her own transpersonal Self in a way that gives psychological roots to the concept.

The personal ego is not better or worse than the transpersonal Self. Just as the butterfly is not better than the caterpillar, the roots of a tree are not better than its leaves, the blossom of a flower is not better than its stem—they are just different. Like two faces of the same coin or two ends of the same stick, the transpersonal Self and the present ego personality are related and joined—one a reflection of the other at different levels of psychical reality. It is as if human personality is Janus-faced—the transpersonal Self turning its multidimensional face inward into interior psychical reality and dimensions of awareness beyond the awareness of the present ego personality and the personal ego turning its three-dimensional face outward toward the physical, natural world. Both serve an important and necessary role in the life of the person. Both aspects—egoic and transpersonal—are needed to live a balanced and integrated life.




Shift From Transpersonal Awareness to No Self


Realization of the transpersonal Self is not the end of personality development. Vaughan (1985) stated that “the transpersonal Self serves as a bridge between existential self-consciousness and transcendental unity consciousness where no separate self-sense remains” (p. 44). No-Self is a state of identity in which the conscious “I” dis-identifies with even the transpersonal Self. One goes beyond this identification, this objectification, this particular “way of knowing” to a state of consciousness where the Self knows itself as no-thing and where it can no longer be called Self. The Self is no longer identified with anything, not even itself, and dissolves altogether in the awareness of No Self. In this peculiar state of consciousness, the Self is detached, disinterested, desireless. Stripped of all symbolism and representations, the witnessing Self finds itself left alone with direct experience. There is no self at all. There is nothing to identify with. There is only awareness rising and retiring moment by moment.

Such a “no Self” cannot be known as an object. It can only be experienced and that is all that can be said about it. As soon as you name yourself, you objectify your self with a verbal label and you become an object to yourself, existing now as a concept in your mind. The Self as subject cannot be named or even known without turning itself into an object. Just as the eye cannot see itself, the Self no longer perceives itself as an object separate from itself to be seen. This is the sense of self-identity, the Tao, that is talked about in Buddhism—consciousness without an object or subject (Merrell-Wolff, 1973).




Does Personality Development “Beyond Ego” Require Loss of Self?


The further question arises. What happens to individuality, to the personal ego, to desire, and to the body after the shift from transpersonal awareness to No Self? Is it, as Sri Aurobindo (2011) described?



An absolute stillness and blotting out as it were of all mental, emotional, and other inner activities—the body continued indeed to see, walk, speak and do its other business but as an empty automatic machine and nothing more. I did not become aware of any pure ‘I’—nor even of any self, impersonal or other—there was only an awareness of That as the sole Reality, all else being quite unsubstantial, void, non-real.

(p. 257)




After such enlightenment, who or what washes the dishes, does the laundry, takes care of the children, buys the groceries, drives the car, or goes to work since there is no self who has no thoughts or concepts of any of these things (Kornfield, 2000)?

The Buddhist-inspired proposition that the final destination of transpersonal development is loss of ego, annihilation of desire, and dis-identification from the body has important ramifications for daily life that need to be examined and critically evaluated. No-self states of consciousness and nondual awareness may not be a part of people’s everyday experience for very good reasons (e.g., You need an ego to get the bus). It may be more a function of the method or “instrumental injunction” used to produce it than the final destination or ultimate goal of transpersonal development as Buddhist-inspired transpersonal perspectives propose (e.g., Laughlin, 2017; Wilber, 1990).

The experience of No-Self (or Not-Self) and “advanced” experience of nondual awareness where the distinction between the experiencing subject and the experienced object collapses usually occurs only after years of disciplined practice in strict performance of the proscribed meditative technique. If you do not perform in the ways suggested but instead do something else (e.g., practice Hindu yoga), then you may become aware of something else as the sole Reality (e.g., Brahman) that permeates bodymind and possesses eternal validity (Atman or spirit or soul). Physicist Werner Heisenberg (1958) put the idea this way: “Since the measuring device has been constructed by the observer… we have to remember that what we observe is not nature but nature exposed to our method of questioning” (p. 58). How you know determines what you know, or rather what you think you know.





III. A Trait Theory of Transpersonality

Another approach to understanding the transpersonal nature of human personality is to describe the cognitive and emotional traits of personality that are presumed outcomes of transpersonal development. The key idea of all trait theories of personality, according to personality textbook author James Scroggs (1984), is that “personality is the pattern formed by various characteristics of various strengths. The consistent, enduring, distinctive aspects of a person are that person’s strongest traits” (p. 139). Personality has no nouns, from this perspective, only a collection of adjectives to describe behavior. When asked to describe themselves, most people will respond with a list of traits—“I am active, adventurous, aggressive, assertive, curious, energetic, enterprising, frank, independent, and inventive.” Put them all together and you have the personality. To say that someone possesses a particular personality type simply means that the person has a specific combination of traits (Frager, 1994). A person’s capacity for exceptional (transpersonal) experiences would be a function the kind of personality traits they possess (e.g., capacity for absorption, openness to experience, tolerance of ambiguity), how much of the trait they have (i.e., its strength and intensity), and their consistency on different traits (P. Nelson, 1989).



An Eastern Trait Model of the Healthy and Unhealthy Personality—Abhidhamma


Classical Buddhism has a personality theory called Abhidhamma that presents a list of traits, attitudes, or qualities of consciousness divided into two groups—healthy factors and unhealthy factors—that shape human personality functioning (Bodhi, 1993; Goleman & Epstein, 1983; Guenther, 1976). It is “transpersonal” in the sense that it presents a model of exceptional psychological wellbeing at “the farther reaches of human nature” (Maslow’s phrase) that transcends conventional models of adaptive, normal psychological health and disorder (Walsh, 1983).

Abhidhamma can be traced directly to the teachings of Siddhārtha Gautama (The Buddha). It was arrived at empirically as a result of the meditation experience of Gautama’s followers. Those qualities of mind and emotions that concentrated and quieted the mind and helped to promote a meditative state of consciousness were considered “healthy factors” and those mental and affective traits that interfered with meditation practice were termed “unhealthy.” The mental health of the personality is presumed to be a function of the balance of these mental and affective traits from moment to moment. Mental and affective factors tend to arise in groups rather than individually. The highest or strongest factor of the group tends to determine what a person thinks, feels, and does at any given time.

There is no abiding self per se to which these mental or affective states can be assigned. There is only the changing stream of sensory, perceptual, cognitive, and emotional contents that fill awareness, like a stream of flowing water that may appear to keep a single form but which in reality contains not a single drop of water that was the same a moment ago. The only distinctly real and fundamental aspect of the human being is its “Buddha nature” that does not belong to human beings alone but exists in all creaturehood and everything in the cosmos. The human personality is less an entity than it is a process, consisting of an ever-changing group of perceptual, cognitive, and emotional contents of awareness which continuously rise up into awareness and then disappear again like waves in the sea that appear to have a constant form, but really do not.



Unhealthy Personality Traits


There are 14 unhealthy traits or attitudes that impede meditative consciousness and interfere with meditation practice, and with healthy, mature personality functioning. They are delusion, false view, shamelessness, remorselessness, egoism, perplexity, agitation, worry, greed, avarice, envy, aversion, contraction, and stupor. In certain respects, the problem of evil arguably arises when these unhealthy traits or attitudes, which may lie hidden or dormant, come to predominate personality action as a function of the situation (Zimbardo, 2007).


DELUSION AND FALSE VIEW

The fundamental source of all unhealthy mental states is delusion. Delusion clouds perception so that whatever is in the focus of one’s attention becomes misperceived. Delusion prevents a clear and accurate perception of reality—one is deluded. Delusion leads to the second unhealthy mental factor of false view that clouds cognition and causes the person to mistakenly categorize, classify, or label one thing for another and misinterpret what one sees. The moment-by-moment experiences and actions of a paranoid schizophrenic would be determined by the second unhealthy mental factor. Delusion and false view distort reality.



SHAMELESSNESS, REMORSELESSNESS, EGOISM, PERPLEXITY

Shamelessness and remorselessness are unhealthy personality traits and mental factors that cloud understanding of the difference between good and bad and subsequently permit an individual to engage in acts of ill-will and violence without shame or remorse, unfettered by the restraints of conscience, the opinions of others, or internalized standards of right and wrong. The narcissistic sociopath would be an example of a personality dominated by these two traits and by the unhealthy factor of egoism. One’s own self-interest controls and directs one’s actions to the exclusion of everybody else’s. Other people are considered solely in terms of how they can fulfill one’s own desires and needs. Perplexity inhibits peace of mind and reflects indecisiveness, vacillation, and uncertainty in the making of choices and decisions that, at the extreme, can paralyze the individual from taking any action at all.



AGITATION, WORRY, GREED, AVARICE, ENVY, AVERSION, CONTRACTION, STUPOR

The remaining eight unhealthy personality traits are primarily emotional or affective in nature. Agitation and worry tend to arise together and characterize any person who suffers from anxiety disorders. Greed, avarice, and envy tend to occur together and predominate in the experience and behavior of anyone whose desires, needs, and passions rule them. Gluttony and insatiableness, appetite for acquiring money, fame, possessions and wanting for oneself what others possess characterize the individual under the influence of greed, avarice, and envy. When the aversion trait predominates, the personality dislikes what he does, feels, or thinks and, at its extreme, fills the individual with hate and loathing not only of others but of oneself. Contraction and stupor reflect a rigid, unyielding state of mind that feels like glue—slowing down thought, feeling, and action to the point of apathetic inaction toward anything and anyone. When contraction and torpor predominate, a person’s mind as well as their body is sluggish, lethargic, listless, and slow-moving. They are a central feature in most depressive mental disorders.





Healthy Personality Traits


Each of the 14 unhealthy personality factors is opposed or compensated by a set of healthy personality factors that exist in a “reciprocal inhibition” relationship with the unhealthy factors (Wolpe, 1958). The 14 healthy personality factors that promote meditation practice and facilitate healthy personality functioning are: insight, mindfulness, modesty, discretion, rectitude, confidence, nonattachment, non-aversion, impartiality, composure, buoyancy, pliancy, efficiency, and proficiency. To overcome the influence of any unhealthy factors, the personality needs to bring into mind the specific healthy mental state that is antagonistic to the specific unhealthy one that the personality wants to inhibit. A specific positive personality factor is intentionally sought, and its emergence systematically encouraged (e.g., through the practice of meditation) so that it proactively blocks the rising up of a specific negative factor (or group of factors) into awareness.


INSIGHT

Insight is a key mental health factor important for inhibiting and suppressing the influence of the unhealthy factor of delusion. In a state of mind characterized by insight, the personality has clear, bright, alert perception of what reality really is. Delusion and insight cannot co-exist in the same mind just as the agitation of anxiety and physical relaxation cannot physiologically exist in the same physical body. Insight releases the individual from the defensiveness that blocks out important bits of information and distorts perception and brings the understanding that clarifies perception. Accurate perception of reality is a criterion of positive mental health in Abhidhamma. The more accurate a person’s perception of reality, the healthier that person tends to be both psychologically and physically.



MINDFULNESS

The second healthy mental factor is mindfulness that permits clear comprehension of all that is. It is a key factor for achieving wisdom (Walsh, 1999b) and the “one-pointed” concentration that is so valuable in the practice of meditation. Mindfulness, in many respects, is similar to the openness to experience that characterizes Roger’s (1961) fully functioning person and that is the antithesis of defensiveness. When insight and mindfulness are present, then all the other healthy factors tend to arise into awareness.



MODESTY, DISCRETION, RECTITUDE, CONFIDENCE

The two-fold traits of modesty and discretion are called upon to inhibit and suppress the emergence of shamelessness and remorselessness or any thought of a shameless act. Prudence, caution, and tact characterize the state of mind distinguished by discretion. Modesty and discretion are supported by rectitude—correctness and integrity of judgment—and by confidence and the self-assurance that comes with realization that one’s judgment, choice, and decision are based on insight and a realistic perception of what is true, right, and correct. This group of health personality factors—modesty, discretion, rectitude, and confidence—act together to produce virtuous behavior guided by personal standards of excellence.



NONATTACHMENT, NON-AVERSION, IMPARTIALITY, COMPOSURE

The four healthy traits of nonattachment, non-aversion, impartiality, and composure counteract the influence of the cluster of unhealthy factors consisting of greed, avarice, envy, and aversion. They replace a grasping, covetous, and rejecting attitude with a balanced sense of ease and peace of mind toward whatever ideas, images, sensations, memories, or emotions may rise in awareness. The person is undisturbed by the comings and goings of all the events of the world. Composure reflects the stabilizing tranquility necessary to allow the mind to settle down and become deeply peaceful. The emergence of the healthy factor of composure is key to successful meditation practice. It represents the most direct means of letting go of one’s likes and dislikes, one’s excessive reliance on and attachment to one’s judgments and plans, and one’s urge to control everything. Taking one thing at a time, letting the imperfections of life be, letting go, accepting life on its own terms, finding a calm center amid one’s daily concerns and worries are the fruit of this cluster of healthy factors (Hall & Lindzey, 1978, pp. 363–364)



BUOYANCY, PLIANCY, EFFICIENCY, PROFICIENCY

The remaining four healthy traits—buoyancy, pliancy, efficiency, and proficiency—are affective in nature and tend to arise together to thwart and displace the unhealthy traits of contraction and torpor. Resembling Rogers’ (1961) fully functioning person, the individual influenced by this cluster of healthy traits understands himself or herself to be a being in-process and a form of action. The person who is under the influence of the four healthy traits of buoyancy, pliancy, efficiency, and proficiency is undisturbed by the prospect of continual change. He or she relishes with zest the sense of adventure that comes with accepting oneself as a part of the process of unfolding life. The individual is able to live fully in each present moment because he or she is open to experience. This buoyant, pliant, receptive frame of mind permits the individual to “go with the flow” and does not try to mold events to fit their preconceptions. The person participates in, rather than criticizes and resists, the ever-changing flow of phenomena. There is a loosening and being-at-ease that characterizes one’s existential identity.





Beyond Health and Normality


The 14 healthy mental factors cannot co-exist in awareness at the same time with the 14 unhealthy mental factors. Healthy and unhealthy psychological characteristics—perceptual, cognitive, and affective—are mutually exclusive and mutually inhibiting. The presence of one suppresses the other. The goal of personality development is to decrease the number of unhealthy factors and increase the number of healthy traits in one’s personality and thus the frequency of positive affective and cognitive states (e.g., equanimity, compassion, loving-kindness, altruistic joy) that are trademarks of exceptional wellbeing.

The definition of a healthy personality is the complete presence of healthy mental factors and the complete absence of unhealthy ones. There is no suffering because there is no attachment to the pleasures of the physical senses or aversion to the experience of physical pain. No resentments or fears of any kind arise into awareness. No feelings of lust or anger, envy or jealousy are ever present. There is no need for approval or praise from others or a desire for anything beyond what is essential for survival of the body. Quick and accurate perception under all circumstances, strong feelings of compassion and loving-kindness toward all creatures great and small, composure and skill in acting and making decisions become enduring traits that characterize all that one thinks, feels, and does. Impartial in judgment toward all individuals and possessing peace of mind and tranquility under all conditions, you live your moment-to-moment experience of life with an ongoing alertness and calm delight no matter what you are doing, no matter how ordinary or boring the task. As you review these traits, does anyone come to mind?

These are the qualities of mind and emotion of the Arahat. The Arahat “embodies characteristics common to the ideal type in almost every Asian psychology,” stated Hall and Lindzey (1978, p. 372). The radical transformation of human personality that the Arahat represents has been an ideal goal of practically all Asian systems of meditation. It is an expected outcome of anyone who undertakes the rigors of long-term meditation practice and the gradual ego-transformation it is designed to facilitate. Joy and inner calmness, clear awareness and peace of mind, energy and concentration, compassion and loving-kindness come into one’s stream of consciousness to enrich one’s lived experience in the human cultural work-a-day world to produce a state truly “beyond health and normality” (Walsh & Shapiro, 1983).





IV. A Transhumanistic Personality Theory




Spiritual Psychologies



Abraham Maslow (1968) labeled psychologies that are “centered in the cosmos rather than in human needs and interest, going beyond humanness, identity, self-actualization, and the like” as transhumanistic (Maslow, 1968, pp. iii–iv). Such psychologies form a part of what Charles Tart (1992b [1975]) called “spiritual psychologies” that integrate elements of philosophy, psychology, and religious studies into its understanding of human personality. Many spiritual psychologies propose the hypothesis of an active spiritual element operating in human personality, sometimes referred to as “spirit” or “soul.” Soul can be viewed as a paradoxical “immanent transcendence”—natural and supranatural at once—such that “although the natural and the supernatural are profoundly different, they are not separate, but interpenetrate in the ‘naturally supernatural’ as Schuon called it” (Sotillos, 2010, pp. 96, 103).

While some transpersonal researchers, clinicians, and scholars remain open to the possibility that the existence of a spiritualized element of personality might someday be proven without doubt and accepted without reservation, others prefer to remain agnostic regarding such a possibility and are not ready to “convert” (Hartelius, Friedman, & Pappas, 2013). For the orthodox scientist, speculations about the existence of such a spiritualized element and how it might operate in human personality action are not permitted in Transpersonal Psychology as a scientific field. If it wants to be a psychological science, then it must act like one and restrict itself to “purely phenomenological studies of consciousness that decline to comment on the ultimate nature of reality” (Miovic, 2004a, p. 106).

Others disagree. Transpersonal philosopher Robert Bolton argued that he did “not see why it should be any less rational to include the supernatural a priori than to exclude it in the same manner” (quoted by Sotillos, 2010, p. 96). Psychiatrist Michael Miovic (2004a) noted that “thus far neither science nor philosophy has proved or disproved the existence of soul and spirit, and the nature of consciousness remains a mystery” (p. 105). Jung (1960c [1931]) proposed that “if we keep this in mind, we can perhaps summon up courage to consider the possibility of a ‘psychology with the psyche’—that is, a theory of the psyche ultimately based on the postulate of an autonomous, spiritual principle” (p. 344). Some contemporary thinkers are making just such an assumption and are exploring the “soul hypothesis” in philosophy, science, religious studies, neuroscience, psychology, and psychotherapy (Baker & Goetz, 2011). One such theory—the Integral Yoga of Sri Aurobindo—looks outside orthodox, Western personality theories to disclose an understanding of personality functioning that is truly transhumanistic and “centered in the cosmos rather than in human needs and interest, going beyond humanness, identity, self-actualization, and the like” (Maslow, 1968, p. iv).





Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga Psychology





Who Is Aurobindo and What Is Integral Yoga Psychology?


Aurobindo Ghose was born in 1872 and died in 1950. He was a Hindu philosopher, teacher, political activist, poet, and accomplished yogi who developed a system of thought called integral nondual (Advaita) Vedanta (Aurobindo, 1970a, 1993; see also Dalal, 2001; Heehs, 1989; Sen, 1986). Haridas Chaudhuri, who founded the California Institute of Asian Studies in 1968 (renamed California Institute of Integral Studies in 1980), popularized Sri Aurobindo’s teachings in the West. The honorific Sanskrit title “Sri” is used as a sign of respect given to someone who is regarded as a sage or saint. Sri Aurobindo’s system of thought is known by many names, including Integral Yoga (Chaudhuri, 1965), Integral Psychology (Cortright, 2007), and Integral Yoga Psychology (Banerji, 2018; Miovic, 2004b).

Integral Yoga Psychology (IYP), the term used for working purposes in the present discussion, is a theory of the human person that incorporates the paradoxical concept of “immanent transcendent” or “God within” that involves both a top-down process of spirit-becoming-matter (“involution”) and bottom-up process of matter-becoming-spirit (“evolution”). Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga is empirically supernatural in that sense. It is empirical in that it is grounded in Sri Aurobindo’s own personal experience and is presumed to be confirmable as a potential universal experience of all.




Planes of Consciousness and “The Parts of Being”


Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga Psychology (IYP) offers a model of the person that combines Western depth psychology and Hindu spiritual traditions (Vrinte, 1995). It views the human person as constituted by 12 levels of being or “planes of consciousness” ranging from the nonmaterial to the material embedded within a “cosmology of consciousness” that serves as a framework for interpreting the meaning of transpersonal experience (Miovic, 2004b, p. 111). These planes of consciousness reflect the different gradations of existence through which the “involution” or indwelling of infinite Reality (Brahman, the transcendent Divine) into finite matter occurs and that is reflected in the constitution of the human person, as human.





Consciousness Goes “All the Way Down and Up”


Sri Aurobindo’s spiritual experiences revealed to him the existence of a Transcendent (Brahman) Divine consciousness that “goes all the way down” into subatomic matter. This means that the physical matter that comprises one’s biological cells possesses an encapsulated, condensed, unconscious (or “inconscient”) awareness of an all-encompassing divine (Brahman) reality. As Aurobindo (1995) put it, “The spirit shall look out through Matter’s gaze. And matter shall reveal the Spirit’s face” (p. 709). According to Aurobindo scholar, Michael Miovic (2004b), in Aurobindo’s system of thought, consciousness consists of a continuum in which absolute transcendent spirit is one extreme, and physical matter the other. The cosmos is infused by a field of “dormant” consciousness out of which so-called inanimate matter evolves. The idea of a living consciousness existing all the way “down and up” physical matter is in alignment with some versions of the ancient Western theory of panpsychism (see De Quincey, 2002; Skrbina, 2005, 2009).




Structure of Personality


In addition to the continuum of “planes of consciousness” that constitute the human being, there are “organized centers and faculties of consciousness” that Aurobindo called “the parts of the being” through which “the human being becomes aware of and enters into relationship with the planes of consciousness” (Miovic, 2004b, p. 116). The various “parts of the being” include the spirit which is regarded as “the eternal true being of the individual” that is outside of space/time and beyond life or death. It includes the soul which is “a spark of the Divine” that indwells within all living beings and gives birth to all possibilities of being through the course of evolution (p. 122).

The most outer surface portion of the human person is the mind-life-body nexus of the outer egoic-self with its corresponding cognitive, emotional, and biological awareness. The psychic being (individual, evolving portion of the soul) constitutes a person’s innermost being. It “is formed by the soul in its evolution, supports the mind, vital, body, grows by their experiences, [and] carries the nature from life to life” (i.e., in the action of reincarnation) (Miovic, 2004b, p. 122). Between the mind-life-body nexus of the outer self (or personal ego) and one’s innermost psychic being (or evolving soul) is an intermediate layer of consciousness called the subliminal being (or inner self).

The inner, subliminal being is presumed to be the platform for psi-functioning, out-of-body projections, near-death experiences, lucid dreaming, Jungian archetypal material from the collective unconscious, synchronistic meaningful coincidence, and miraculous bodily cures. Psychospiritual practices such as yoga are designed to transform the ego personality in such a way as to bring the psychic consciousness of the inner, subliminal self into waking awareness and thereby gradually modify the normal functioning of the personality in everyday life. Aurobindo scholar Michael Miovic (2004b) stated, “Practically speaking, this means the psychic being (soul) has the power to transform ego functioning, even to heal psychological wounds that seem therapeutically unsolvable” (p. 128). The central goal of the IYP process, in other words, is to help the psychic being or “true soul” of the effectively operating ego personality grow into a realization of its own true nature and achieve unity with the supreme or universal Self.




Reincarnation as a Mechanism of Spiritual Development


According to Miovic (2004b), “the ‘psychic being’ is an individual portion of the supreme being/reality that is immortal, but that also evolves through the process of reincarnation as it grows in its capacity to manifest the divine consciousness in the world” (p. 112). According to Sri Aurobindo (1970b), “the personality is simply a mold that it creates for its figures of experience in that one life. In another birth, it will create for itself a different personality, different capacities, a different life and career” (pp. 451–452). This birth-death-rebirth cycle is compatible with the transpersonal view of development as proceeding from pre-personal, to personal, to transpersonal levels, but with an important difference. As Michael Miovic (2004b) noted, “because IYP is theistic and views reincarnation as a fact, for IYP the development of psychic being (true soul) across multiple lives, and the outer personality (ego, self) in one life, are two distinct yet interacting trajectories of growth” (p. 127). It is the psychic being of the individual (i.e., inner, subliminal self), not the individualized identity structure of present ego personality, that reincarnates and carries identity “from life to life” in its growth toward Self-Realization during the birth-rebirth process.






The Explanatory Value of the Idea of Reincarnation



Orthodox, Western psychology knows almost nothing about reincarnation, even though it is not an untestable, “unscientific” problem (Almeder, 1992, p. 269; Cook, 1994, p. 52; Stevenson, 1977, 1997). Most psychologists do not believe we survive death once, much less many times, and stubbornly ignore past-life memories (Gallup & Proctor, 1982). Yet the idea that “a nonphysical element of human existence not only survives but subsequently is reborn in another body” is an ancient one (Irwin, 1989, p. 240; Head & Cranston, 1999; TenDam, 2003). If we have other selves at other times, not figuratively but literally, then orthodox psychology is leaving out of its personality theories an important piece of the personality puzzle. The possibility is too important to ignore (Slavoutski, 2012).

If reincarnation is a fact, then clues or indications of prior lives should be found reflected in aspects of our daily lives—in our dreams, personality traits, unexplained tendencies and inclinations, patterns of health and illness. Present personality traits and characteristics would be not simply the result of prior childhood tendencies, inclinations, or experience, but such childhood tendencies would themselves be highly colored by the prehistory of previous existences, by past lives. Aspect Psychology (Roberts, 1966, pp. 174–208) proposed that if most people alive today have also, in fact, lived in the past, then the evidence for previous lives resides within each individual. The only way to access that evidence is through self-investigation.

Once past-life data is obtained, the challenge becomes checking the apparent facts to determine whether the past-life data is valid and legitimate in actual terms or the result of subconscious fabrication. There is sufficient evocative data from psychedelic therapy (Grof, 1985), Holotropic Breathwork (S. Grof & C. Grof, 2010), hypnosis regression therapy (Lucas, 1992), xenoglossy or unlearned languages (Stevenson, 1984), and children who remember previous lives (Stevenson, 1987; Tucker, 2013) to argue that reincarnation hypotheses, in the words of astronomer Carl Sagan (1996), “deserve serious study” (p. 302). Human personality may be much more extensive and expansive than even contemporary Transpersonal Psychology realizes. The implications for personality psychology are revolutionary. It would mean that we are all, in certain respects, multiple personalities with an underlying prime identity with which the physically oriented ego is not usually familiar.





Conclusion


Different answers can be given to the question, “What is a Person?” The structural-hierarchical personality theory of Frances Vaughan, the trait theory of the Buddhist-inspired Abhidhamma, and the transhumanistic theory of personality of Sri Aurobindo highlight different aspects of the extraordinarily rich and multifaceted phenomenon of human personality. Each is “transpersonal” in the sense that they incorporate into their theory of personality a recognition and acknowledgment of the human capability of “temporarily transcending our usual identification with our limited biological, historical, cultural and personal self and, at the deepest and most profound levels of experience possible, recognizing/being ‘something’ of vast intelligence and compassion that encompasses/is the entire universe” (Tart, 2002, p. 39).

As Western personality psychologists B. R. Hergenhahn and Matthew Olson (2007) noted, “Although each theory illuminates part of what we call personality, much remains in darkness. Existing theories need to be extended and new theories need to be developed before we will be able to approximate a thorough understanding of personality” (pp. 529–530). Transpersonal approaches to the question, “What is a Person?,” in other words, do not replace traditional approaches (e.g., psychodynamic, trait, biological, behavioral, social learning, phenomenological, social cognitive), but focuses on their integration and expansion into a more comprehensive, multidimensional model of selfhood.

Each transpersonal model of the person, according to Walsh and Vaughan (1980a), “is not ‘the Truth,’ but only a larger though necessarily still limited, picture that in turn will presumably be replaced by even more comprehensive models” (p. 20). These models of transpersonality require the building of scientific theories of psychological disturbances around a more expanded view of consciousness and understanding of the transpersonal nature of personality action. The varieties of models of transpersonal diagnosis/assessment that have been developed in Transpersonal Psychology offers clinicians the opportunity of conceiving and exploring alternatives to current ways of thinking about psychological disorders.








Chapter 12


Psychological Disorders
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I. Transpersonal Approaches to Diagnosis of Psychological Disorders



Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)


Clinicians commonly assess the presence of a mental disorder using criteria presented in the American Psychiatric Association’s (APA) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). The DSM offers a standardized diagnostic system to label and classify major categories of psychological disorders for purposes of communication, research, and treatment. The DSM-5 (APA, 2013) defines a mental disorder as



a syndrome characterized by clinically significant disturbance in an individual’s cognition, emotion regulation, or behavior that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, biological, or developmental processes underlying mental functioning. Mental disorders are usually associated with significant distress or disability in social, occupational, or other important activities.

(p. 20)




The DSM-5 excludes from the category of mental disorders social deviance, interpersonal conflict, and culturally accepted stress reactions that may arise during daily life. The DSM-5 has become the main system for the diagnosis and classification of psychological disorders, especially in the United States, and most third-party billing systems use this system.

The DSM system of diagnosis is not without its critics. It has been accused of turning normal people into mental patients (Frances, 2013), medicalizing a psychological condition (J. Clark, 2014), undermining personal integrity by labeling people (Gambrill, 2014), trivializing the subjective experience of psychological crises (Yaden et al., 2017), and leading to misdiagnoses and errors in treatment (Bradford, 2010).



Prejudiced Perception


If a client presented distressing or debilitating symptoms that reflected some spiritual and religious problem (e.g., questioning one’s religious beliefs, a meditation-related problem, using spiritual pursuits to bypass personality issues) or the consequence of some anomalous exceptional experience (e.g., a near-death experience, a past-life memory, kundalini awakening, an apparition of a deceased spouse), then the scientifically trained psychotherapist has a number of options regarding the attitude that could be taken toward the client’s presenting problem (Miovic, 2004a). On the one hand, the religious or spiritual problem may be viewed benignly as simply reflective of the client’s irrationality, superstition, or as a sign of gullibility and personal weakness. On the other hand, the exceptional experience may be regarded as fictional, imaginary, and unreal and the more severe judgments made that anyone who experiences “something that cannot exist” must be crazy, delusional, and mentally ill. Given that the content and symptomology of some exceptional experiences overlap with content and symptomology of psychotic disorders identified by the DSM, the probability is high that that individual would likely be diagnosed as suffering from some kind of psychopathology (Allman et al., 1992).

The relationship between the psychology of religion/spirituality and mental illness is not always clear-cut. Belief in extrasensory perception and having an unusual perceptual experience is not automatically indicative of a Schizotypal Personality Disorder diagnosis. In the words of Darlene Viggiano and Stanley Krippner (2010), “using spiritual language to describe an experience doesn’t make a person psychotic” (p. 122). About 30%–40% of people in the United States and in Great Britain have reported having had some sort of religious or spiritual experience during their lifetime (Hay, 2007). The occurrence of a religious, spiritual, or transpersonal experience by itself does not mean that something pathological has occurred (Gutierrez, Hale, & Park, 2018). Nor does the presence of transcendent values, spiritual aspirations, and religious experiences in the lives of people suffering from severe psychological disorders necessarily guarantee a positive treatment outcome.

The challenge for traditional psychiatry is how to recognize the difference between psychological crises that provide the potential and opportunity for spiritual and psychological growth (called “spiritual emergencies” or “transpersonal crises”) and psychotic breaks that do not (J. Nelson, 1994). Errors in diagnosis can happen in both directions with a serious psychopathology such as schizophrenia being mistaken for a less serious transpersonal crisis. Either possibility can occur when the clinician is unfamiliar with the distinction between “spiritual emergence,” “spiritual emergencies,” and psychosis (C. Grof & S. Grof, 1990), the difference between mystical experiences with psychotic features and psychotic experiences with mystical features (Lukoff, 1985), or between prepersonal regressions and transpersonal progressions (Wilber, Engler, & Brown, 1986). The inability to clearly differentiate religious/spiritual, and exceptional human experiences from psychopathology can lead clinicians to misdiagnose the psychological difficulty and subsequently make errors in therapeutic treatment.




V-Code—“Religious or Spiritual Problem” (V62.89)


Stimulated by growing awareness of the different cross-cultural forms that psychological difficulties may take (e.g., culture-bound syndromes; Shiraev & Levy, 2017, pp. 257–261) and the increased occurrence of religious or spiritual problems as presenting issues in clinical settings, a new diagnostic category was added to the fourth edition of the DSMIV-R that has been retained in the DSM-5 (APA, 2013)—“Religious or Spiritual Problem” (diagnostic code V62.89; Lukoff, Lu, & Turner, 1992, 1996, 1998; Lukoff, Lu, & Yang, 2011). The V-code, as it came to be called, was established to help clinicians diagnose distressing religious or spiritual experiences that did not indicate psychopathology per se, even though they (a) display content and symptoms that resemble or co-occur with a mental disorder or (b) may serve to subsequently trigger a mental disorder in an individual (Lukoff, Lu, & Yang, 2011). According to the DSM-5,



This [V-code] category can be used when the focus of clinical attention is a religious or spiritual problem. Examples include distressing experiences that involve loss or questioning of faith, problems associated with conversion to a new faith, or questioning other spiritual values that may not necessarily be related to an organized church or religious institution.

(APA, 2013, p. 725)




Studies have provided some evidence of construct validity for the V-code (V62.89) as a diagnostic category that has helped psychologists and clergy distinguish psychopathology from spiritual experiences of a distressing nature not attributable to organic mental disease (Milstein et al., 2000).

Clinical research indicates that the V-code could be reasonably expanded to include experiences that may involve nonordinary states of consciousness such as mystical experiences, near-death experiences, meditation practice, psychic experiences, possession experiences, alien encounter experiences (Lukoff, Lu, & Turner, 1995). Some studies indicate that the diagnostic category has not been fully integrated into clinical practice, however, because of clinicians’ lack of training in its use and the fact that insurance companies do not always recognize it as a reimbursable diagnosis (Hathaway, Scott, & Garver, 2004). Inclusion of the V-code in the DSM has highlighted the need for “training for a psychospiritual assessment competency” (Viggiano & Krippner, 2010, p. 120) and the implementation of treatments that reduce dysfunction without harmful medical side effects (Ingersoll, 2002).




When Personal Crisis Turns Into Transpersonal Transformation


Nonordinary states of consciousness with mystical features have typically been interpreted as a form of pathology by the psychiatric community. This has prevented recognition of their potential benefits and promoted inappropriate treatment by suppressive medications. The transpersonal paradigm offers an alternative perspective that differentiates spiritual growth from pathological symptoms and proposes that episodes of psychological crises can sometimes precede or accompany a psychological growth process that leads to an enhanced spiritual outlook and improved psychological functioning when properly integrated into daily life in a meaningful way (Fahlberg, Wolfer, & Fahlberg, 1992; Lukoff, 1985; Lukoff & Everest, 1985). According to Jungian transpersonal psychotherapist Guy Albert (2017), “the crisis therefore becomes a function of transformational growth, a term that is used here to indicate the positive transformation resulting from the experience and resolution of a mental health crisis” (p. 61).

The idea that acute, spiritually themed crises with psychotic features can lead to improved psychological functioning and enhanced psychospiritual wellbeing is not a new one. Carl Jung considered the transpersonal crises reported in two autobiographical accounts—Memories, Dreams, and Reflections (Jung, 1963, pp. 170–199) and The Red Book (Jung, 2009)—to have been important stepping-stones leading to significant psychological insights and subsequent wellbeing. Roberto Assagioli (1988, pp. 116–133) described neuropsychological disturbances as an important aspect of transpersonal development. Lawrence Nixon’s (2012) discussion of the role of spiritual struggle and mystical experiences in initiating spontaneous multilevel positive disintegration in personality development framed within the context of Kazimierz Dąbrowski’s (1996) five-stage model of personality development illustrates one way this might occur.

When a mental health crisis is automatically dismissed as pathological or receives an inappropriate diagnosis, individuals may feel more isolated and misunderstood, the assimilation of the experience is impeded, future help-seeking behavior is inhibited, and an inappropriate treatment regimen is imposed (i.e., hospitalization with heavy medication). When given the proper treatment and provided with appropriate forms of intervention, “spiritual emergencies can be a normal and life-enhancing phase of development and lead to a greater capacity for love, compassion, wisdom and equanimity” (Phillips, Lukoff, & Stone, 2009, p. 67).






Role of Culture in Assessment of Psychopathology



It is important to consider the cultural and social context within which psychological disorders occur when evaluating evidence of psychopathology (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, pp. 252–286). Spiritual competency has become an important part of cultural competency (i.e., inclusion of religion and spirituality as topics in cultural competence training; Lukoff & Lu, 1999; Lukoff, Lu, & Turner, 1992, 1995; Plante, 2014). Except for disorders such as schizophrenia and depression, which appear universally around the globe, what is atypical, deviant, and dysfunctional will vary with context, culture, and historical time period (Castillo, 1997). According to cross-cultural psychologists Eric Shiraev and David Levy (2017), culture can affect psychological disorders in at least five areas.


The first area is the individual’s culture-based subjective experience, including knowledge about psychological problems. The second area is culture-based idioms of distress, that is, the way individuals explain and express their symptoms according to culture-based display rules. The third area is culture-based diagnoses for various forms of psychological disorders, including professional and nonprofessional judgments. The fourth area is culture-based treatment, the way people, including professionals, attempt to overcome psychopathological symptoms. The fifth area is culture-based outcome, or principles, according to which the results of treatment are evaluated.

(p. 253)



Culture can differentially affect the subjective experience, the intersubjective communications, and the objective diagnosis, treatment, and outcomes of psychological disorders. When deciding whether an individual is experiencing a transformative spiritual experience or a psychological disturbance, therefore, it is important to pay attention to the individual’s ethnic, religious, and cultural reference groups. Explanations of the individual’s illness, the interpretation of social stressors and social supports (e.g., religion, level of functioning, disability), and factors pertaining to the relationship between the individual and the clinician, and their individual perspectives are variables most likely to be influenced by culture.



Relativist vs. Universalist Perspectives


For every perspective, other perspectives are possible. A relativist perspective tends to view psychopathology in terms of symptoms that vary across cultures. A universalist perspective tends to view psychopathology in terms of invariant symptoms across individuals, regardless of culture.

On the one hand, the subjective experience, idioms of distress, and outcomes of treatment are unique for each culture and need to be understood within the cultural context in which they occur. What is viewed as acceptable and rewarded behavior in one culture, such as visions of the Blessed Virgin Mary in Boliva and spirit possession in Haiti, would be regarded as hallucinations and delusions and signs of psychopathology in the United States. There exist what are called “culture-bound syndromes”—recurrent, locally specific patterns of aberrant behavior and distressful experiences generally limited to specific societies or areas of the world—that may or may not be linked to a particular DSM diagnostic category. For instance, the culture-bound syndrome known as Susto (“soul loss”) occurs in Latin America, Dhat (“fear of semen loss”) in India, Amok (“sudden explosive rage”) in Malaysia, Shenjing shaijo (“neurasthenia”) in China, and Pibloktoq (“convulsive attacks”) in the Artic Inuit communities (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, Table 9.1, pp. 259–261). The cultural background of the clinician will likely influence his or her perception of these different syndromes, whether or not they are diagnosed as a psychological disorder, and how they will be treated. Cultural match of therapist and client is an important variable in this context (Flaskerud, 1990).

On the other hand, the role of cultural constructions should not be overemphasized. There are psychological disorders—Alzheimer’s dementia, Parkinson’s disease, schizophrenia, substance abuse, and autism spectrum disorders—that are almost universal in their physical, behavioral, and psychological symptoms and are clearly recognizable by professionals of different cultures (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, pp. 261–276).





II. The Varieties of Spiritual Emergency




What Are Spiritual Emergencies?



As distinctly real and socially constructed phenomena, transpersonal crises have given rise to the clinical field of “Spiritual Emergencies” (Bragdon, 1990; C. Grof & S. Grof, 1990). One goal of this new clinical field is to advance understanding of transpersonal crises as a creative problem-solving stage in a natural developmental process of healing toward wholeness (i.e., “holotropic”). The International Journal of Transpersonal Studies published a Special Topic section on “Spiritual Emergency and Spiritual Emergence” (Esser, 2017) that provides a good introduction to (a) the understanding and treatment of transpersonal crises (C. Grof & S. Grof, 2017), (b) how a developmental perspective of psychopathology aids in diagnostically differentiating spiritual emergencies from psychotic experiences (St. Arnaud & Cormier, 2017), and (c) the evidence for the proposition that mental health crises can result in positive self-transformation (Albert, 2017).

Christina Grof founded the Spiritual Emergence Network (SEN) in 1980 to provide individuals experiencing transpersonal crises social assistance and support and to provide clinicians, counselors, and other mental health professionals with the information and resources needed to correctly differentiate psychoses from spiritual emergencies (www.spiritualemergence.org/). The International Spiritual Emergency Network (ISEN) was established in 2016 in response to the growing international recognition of this important clinical area.



Spiritual Emergency Defined


A spiritual emergency can be defined as a temporary psychological crisis that has healing and transformative potential and that can lead to a positive restructuring of personality and to psychological and spiritual renewal. According to Christina Grof and Stanislav Grof (1990), who first coined the term, “spiritual emergencies” generally take the form of “nonordinary states of consciousness and involve intense emotions, visions and other sensory changes, and unusual thoughts, as well as various physical manifestations. These episodes often revolve around spiritual themes” (p. 31).

Why is it called a spiritual emergency? It is an “emergency” because a sudden disruption is perceived in usual ego functioning as a consequence of the opening up of psychic energies that up to that point have been repressed from awareness. It is “spiritual” because the permeability of previously rigid ego boundaries and the simultaneous release of psychic energies provide the springboard for momentary ego-transcendence or more permanent ego-transformation and the emergence of a more integrated state of being and psychological functioning. Spiritual emergencies can include psychological challenges and difficulties that emerge at any stage of conventional and postconventional ego development. Spiritual emergencies manifest as a process of growth in which the individual is seen to be moving from one stage or level of personality functioning to another stage or level that brings awareness of larger portions of one’s own identity while simultaneously strengthening confidence in ego functioning.


PROFOUND ALTERNATE STATE OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Christina and Stanislav Grof (2017), in their article “Spiritual Emergency: The Understanding and Treatment of Transpersonal Crises,” provided a list of diagnostic criteria for identifying the occurrence of psychological crises indicative of spiritual emergencies. First, the episode must be sufficiently atypical for the individual who experiences it and recognized to be significantly different from his or her usual state of awareness. Such a change or alteration in consciousness characteristically involves the whole person—perceptually, emotionally, cognitively, and physiologically—such that a “shaking of the foundations” is reported to occur.



STRONG TRANSPERSONAL ASPECT

Second, there is a significant transpersonal aspect to the experience—a going beyond or through ordinary ego functioning to a dimension of experience that expands upon or incorporates what is experienced as the “More” of being—or in the words of Charles Tart “experiencing a much greater ‘something’ that is our deeper origin and destination” (quoted in Jerry, 2003, p. 44). In more dramatic forms, it may involve ego-transformation or an ego-death and (re)birth experience in which one ego structure is replaced by another, such that the sense of “I” is experienced as being different as a result of the experience. Alternatively, it may involve a perceived engagement with symbolic beings of a mythological or archetypal character such as an encounter with angelic or demonic beings, participation in an heroic journey, or apparitional encounter with discarnate beings (C. Grof & S. Grof, 2017).

Spiritual emergencies can range from conflicts over religious teachings and doctrine, to spontaneous psychic intrusions of a creative nature, to more esoteric experiential patterns such as emergence of reincarnation memories (Bragdon, 1990, pp. 25–49; Lukoff, Lu, & Turner, 1998). Grof and Grof (2017) state “a sharp demarcation of various types of spiritual emergency is in practice not possible. However, it is possible and useful to distinguish several major experiential patterns which are particularly frequent. Although they often overlap, each has characteristic features that differentiate it from others” (p. 31). Examples of transpersonal crises (spiritual emergencies; C. Grof & S. Grof, 1990, pp. 73–99) include:



	Psychic opening (awakening of extrasensory perception);

	Shamanic journeying;

	The awakening of Kundalini (meditation-related problems);

	Emergence of karmic (reincarnation) patterns;

	Activation of an archetype;

	Possession states (including trance channeling, mediumship);

	Dark night of the soul;

	Episodes of unitive/mystical/consciousness (peak-experiences);

	Near-death experiences; and

	Experiences of close encounters with UFOs.




The number of categories of spiritual emergencies have varied over the years from six to approximately ten. The number of categories is not as important as the capacity of Grofs’ model to adapt as more varieties of psychospiritual crises are recognized and acknowledged. These include transcendent sexual experience (Wade, 2004), “creative flooding” (Viggiano & Krippner, 2010, p. 121), psychopathologies of everyday life, and the collective cultural global pathologies of modern times.



NO PRIOR HISTORY OF PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITALIZATION OR ABERRANT DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

Third, beyond consideration of the experiential phenomenology and transpersonal content of the psychological crisis, the past psychiatric history of the individual reporting such experiences needs to be taken into account in the diagnosis of spiritual emergencies. The presence of a long history of conventional psychiatric treatment and hospitalization can provide an important context for understanding the possible etiology of the experience.

Transpersonal scholars Kevin St. Arnaud and Damien Cormier (2017) described how insights drawn from developmental psychopathology can help the clinician differentiate psychosis from spiritual emergencies and avoid the two-fold mistake of interpreting distressing spiritual experiences as psychosis and interpreting distressing psychosis as a spiritual emergency. The key insight is this: Psychoses do not occur spontaneously out of thin air but “are the outcome of aberrations in developmental processes that begin long before the onset of clinical symptoms” (e.g., perinatal trauma, neurocognitive impairment in childhood and adolescence, a history of physical or psychological trauma) (St. Arnaud & Cormier, 2017, pp. 46–47; see also Sroufe, 1997). Spiritual emergencies, on the other hand, although sometimes similar in symptomology and content to psychoses, are typically acute with onset of symptoms 3 months or less, evidence of good pre-episodic functioning and history of normal development, and a positive exploratory attitude toward the experience as something meaningful or growth-promoting is displayed by the client.

Hallucinations, delusions, and disorientation may be a part of the acute symptoms during a spiritual emergency. In an individual with no known aberrant developmental history, however, their occurrence does not necessarily indicate the presence of a psychotic disorder. They may reflect instead a necessary part of a psychological healing the individual is going through (St. Arnaud & Cormier, 2017). The clinician therefore needs to go beyond the simple descriptive symptom-based approach of the DSM-5 to examine the contextual and developmental factors involved and the meaning of the experience to the client. “Psychopathology exists as a process,” St. Arnaud and Cormier (2017) stated, and “is generally the product of repeated disturbances in healthy developmental processes. In contrast, spiritual emergencies often occur in normal or otherwise healthy individuals” (p. 51).



GOOD PHYSICAL HEALTH AND WORKING RELATIONSHIP WITH THERAPIST

Fourth, if the person is in otherwise reasonably good physical and cardiovascular condition, with the ability to understand the episode as part of a positive, constructive psychological growth process, and has the continuing ability to maintain an adequate working relationship with the therapist or health care provider, then important criteria suggesting that a person may be experiencing a spiritual emergency is met. A physical exam always needs to be conducted to rule out gross organic brain disorder or physical disease as responsible for the psychological crisis.

Although there will be some people experiencing a spiritual emergency who may also be suffering a psychopathology, not everyone suffering from a spiritual emergency is necessarily also suffering from psychopathology. People with a strong social support system, good pre-episodic functioning, and a relatively strong ego characterized by hardiness and resilience could be considered buffering “protective factors” for positive outcomes of people experiencing a spiritual emergency with psychotic features.





Distinguishing Spiritual Emergency, Spiritual Emergence, and Psychosis


Clearly distinguishing between spiritual emergencies and psychosis can be a challenge given that psychotic symptoms and content are sometimes a subgroup of features in spiritual emergencies. It can also be a challenge differentiating spiritual emergencies from their cousin experience of spiritual emergence given that the spectrum of processes involved in spiritual emergence (i.e., “the gradual unfolding of spiritual potential with minimal disruption”) form a continuum with overlapping spiritual emergencies (i.e., “significant disruption in psychological/social/occupational functioning”) (Lukoff, Lu, & Turner, 1998, p. 38). A defining feature of spiritual emergencies is that it brings on a psychological crisis that temporarily overcomes the present ego personality, whereas spiritual emergence does not, is often a more gradual experience that enhances a person’s spiritual or philosophical outlook on life (Ankrah, 2002; Sinclair, 2016, p. 34). Christina and Stanislav Grof (1990) provide a list of qualitative psychological and behavioral attributes that can be helpful in distinguishing between spiritual emergence and spiritual emergency (Table 1, p. 37) and between spiritual emergence and psychiatric disorders (Table 2, pp. 254–255). David Lukoff (1985) also presented a helpful flowchart “for guiding clinical decision-making regarding diagnoses and treatment of cases [of mystical experiences] with psychotic features” (Figure 2, p. 163).

A review of the research literature conducted by transpersonal scholars Darlene Viggiano and Stanley Krippner (2010) indicated that clinicians who use “the spiritual emergency model developed by the Grofs and Lukoff [are] able to differentiate people who were in a growth process that could be supported without medicine or hospitalization and those who were not” (p. 121). They observed, however, that Grofs’ model of spiritual emergency “may be ahead of its time” and that “the model is rarely used outside of a small circle of transpersonal psychologists, and therefore had made little apparent impact on mainstream psychology or psychiatry” (Viggiano & Krippner, 2010, p. 119).

One helpful development that may increase the impact of Grofs’ model is the creation of a 30-item questionnaire called the Spiritual Emergency Scale (SES) by transpersonal scholars Monika Goretzki, Michael Thalbourne, and Lance Storm (2009) that is suitable for research and clinical use in a form appropriate for statistical analysis to assess the types of spiritual emergency identified by Stanislav Grof and Christina Grof (see also Goretzki, Thalbourne, & Storm, 2013). The authors noted that the questionnaire’s primary value lay “in the separate performance of each subscale and the predictive capability of each” and was never intended to be “a ‘stand-alone’ test instrument” (Goretzki, Storm, & Thalbourne, 2014, p. 241).

Humanistic psychologists Gerhard Bronn and Doris McIlwain (2014) evaluated the reliability and validity of the 30-item multiple-choice Spiritual Emergency Scale-Revised (SES-R). They reported that the SES-R “exhibited good internal consistency and structural validity [and] adequate test-retest validity,” a strong positive association with spiritual identity and mysticism, and emerged “as a distinct measurable construct, overlapping with positive symptoms of psychosis, [and] distinguishable from the negative dimensions of psychosis” (p. 346). Some transpersonal researchers have disputed the factor structure of the SES (i.e., Does the instrument tap one or multiple dimensions of the experience?) and interpreted it as being more a measure of spiritual emergence (i.e., “gradual and subtle unfolding of spirituality that leads to a profound shift in values and/or a more fulfilling way of life”) than a measure of spiritual emergency (i.e., “a sudden crisis representing a precarious position of danger or opportunity”; Cooper et al., 2015, p. 243).

Another quantitative measure of potential clinical utility in discriminating spiritual experiences from psychopathology is the Self-Expansiveness Level Form (SELF) that provides two subscales—a measure of personal (P) self-concept and transpersonal (T) self-concept (Friedman, 1983). Too high a “T” score without a corresponding high “P” score is believed indicative of possible psychopathological problems (i.e., over-identification with inner realities with insufficient identification with the ego’s ability to handle its concerns in the outer physical world).






Self-Realization and Psychological Disturbances



Transpersonal psychiatrist Roberto Assagioli (b. 1888–d. 1974), in his classic book, Psychosynthesis: A Manual of Principles and Techniques (Assagioli, 1965, pp. 35–59) provided a general outline of the psychological disturbances that can arise at various stages of Self-realization (i.e., “the ongoing relationship with the Self, emerging from prior exploration of the unconscious”; Firman & Gila, 2002, p. 2). These psychological disturbances refer to (a) crises preceding the spiritual awakening, (b) crises caused by the spiritual awakening, (c) reactions to the spiritual awakening, and (d) phases of the process of transmutation. In Assagioli’s (1988) book, Transpersonal Development: The Dimension Beyond Psychosynthesis, these stages of transpersonal development and the neuropsychological disturbances to which they can give rise are elaborated in detail (pp. 107–133).



Crises Preceding the Spiritual Awakening


The first stage of transpersonal opening may involve crises that are characterized by a “divine discontent,” a growing sense of dissatisfaction (“Is this all there is?”), and a sense of agitation, uneasiness, emptiness, and inner turmoil. The crisis grows out of a constellation of beliefs that “the only reality is that of the physical world which one can see and touch,” the realization that “something’s missing,” and a yearning for something “More.” The crisis period may be accompanied by various symptoms characteristic of some neurotic and borderline psychotic states, and psychosomatic disturbances (e.g., nervous tension, insomnia). The crisis preceding the spiritual awakening may arise spontaneously without any obvious or apparent trigger as the result of the accumulation of repressed experiences, impulses, circumstances, and behaviors over the course of a long period of time.

According to Christina Grof and Stanislav Grof (2017), episodes of emotional stress, physical disease, intense sexual experience, childbirth, ingestion of a psychedelic substance, personal injury or accidents, and fervent prayer are some of the triggers for the psychological crisis preceding spiritual awakening (p. 30). Meditative practices (e.g., Zen, yoga) that are designed to activate subtle energies within the body (e.g., kundalini), and “other forms of deep and systematic spiritual involvement and self-exploration” may also serve as triggers. The crisis can also be initiated whenever an individual works through various areas of the psyche (e.g., experience a deep trance, pray fervently, use the Ouija board) such that the psyche opens to disclose new experiences, insights, knowledge that may, on occasion, dramatically personify or exteriorize itself to get its message across. Such communications from the more marginal, subliminal realms of consciousness can be quite frightening for the person who experiences them.




Crises Caused by the Spiritual Awakening


The experience of spiritual awakening itself can produce a flood of light, energy, joy, and release from the repressed conflicts that preceded it (Assagioli, 1965, p. 46). In some cases, personal difficulties arise “when the intellect is not well coordinated and developed; when the emotions and imagination are uncontrolled; when the nervous system is too sensitive; or when the inrush of spiritual energy is overwhelming in its suddenness and intensity” (Assagioli, 1965, p. 43). One common difficulty with spiritual awakening pertains to mis-interpreting and overgeneralizing the meaning and significance of the experience in a grandiose way such that the personal ego becomes inflated with feelings of grandeur, self-exaltation and self-glorification. Difficulties that can also arise because of the expanded awareness of “deeper Being” include (a) a greater sensitivity to the pain of human beings in general, (b) a greater sense of personal limitation and inadequacy in the face of the beauty and splendors perceived, and (c) an excessive optimism that all problems are now solved (Assagioli, 1965, pp. 45–46).

Rhea White (1997a) proposed that negative reactions to exceptional experience can occur because of “life-depotentiating” narratives that people use to explain such events. These ready-made explanations “do not allow the experience to live and grow, as it [i.e., the depotentiating narrative] is only capable of confirming the status quo and convincing [the person] that the experience need not be taken seriously” (pp. 110–111). These explanatory narratives rise spontaneously into awareness to explain (away) the experience because of prior social and cultural conditioning processes that can be traced back to childhood. Children may be taught by their parents to be suspicious of their imagination, their impulses, and any confident expression of their own thoughts or emotion and to obediently conform to public standards of behavior instead, to avoid anticipated punishment, danger, and pain. As a result of a lifetime of denial and repression, all “unauthorized” experience is automatically shut out from awareness before it even has a chance to arise. “Total dissociation or amnesia sets in, and the experience is lost or even actively dismissed,” according to White (1997a, p. 90).

The problem of anticipatory fear that underlies many life-depotentiating narratives is not a trivial one. It may be one reason why exceptional experiences such as tears of wonder-joy (Braud, 2001), psi functioning (Tart, 1982, 1984), and self-actualization (Maslow, 1968, pp. 44–67) are not more frequent in the general population. When people are frightened of themselves, frightened of their impulses and of the self who has them, fear their emotions and the opinions of others, fear success or fear failure, fear looking weak or fear looking too strong, fear fear or make fear a habit, then people can easily become immobilized and afraid to use their abilities. Maslow (1971) called this “fear of one’s greatness,” “evasion of one’s destiny,” and “running away from one’s own best talents” the Jonah complex (pp. 35–40).

Yet it is a fear that eventually everyone must face and a journey that everyone must take—the journey of the personal ego through anticipatory fear of the unknown. Catholic mystic and saint John of the Cross (2007) called it the “dark night of the soul” and it is one of the spiritual emergencies identified by Stanislav and Christina Grof. Without that experience of journeying through the anticipatory fear of the unknown and emergence on the other side, one’s abilities cannot fully develop. As Abraham Maslow (1966) put it, “The path to the full truth is a rocky one. Full knowing is difficult. This is true not only for the layman but also for the scientist” (p. 29). To the extent that the layman and scientist faces and conquers this fear and does not ignore it or retreat from it, to that extent is the person able to use her or his abilities. A person’s use of his or her abilities and stage of personality development achieved can be measured in terms of the extent of this realization. Abilities develop as they are used.

Anticipatory fear (i.e., anticipating the worst possible outcome of any action) is quite inimical to transpersonal development because overall it never “works” to one’s benefit in the long run. It narrows awareness, prejudices perception, and closes emotional response. Fear, particularly when it is anticipatory, results in a complete, if sometimes momentary, loss of confidence and sense of self-efficacy, and always leads to retreat when it is not faced. Such a response to fear is reflected in the state of health, physical appearance, and daily activities of the person whose abilities are never utilized. Making the journey through fear one learns much. The person may know it intellectually, but until that symbolic journey of spirit through one’s own fear is taken, only then does a person know it in the only real way it can be known—emotionally. Transhumanistic Aspect Psychology proposes: “The winter of the spirit must be journeyed through, and it must not only be conquered but the benefits used. Yet without it maturity cannot arrive” (Roberts, 1997–2002, Vol. 7, p. 137).




Reactions to the Spiritual Awakening


It is a relatively rare event when the transpersonal experience is strong enough to automatically accomplish a higher personality integration and transformation that is relatively permanent—one in which “an individual’s life is suddenly and permanently uplifted and transformed as a direct and immediate result of a spiritual awakening” (S. Grof & C. Grof, 1989a, p. 38). In most cases, the personality may be momentarily infused and transformed, but the transformation is seldom either complete or permanent. The higher level of organization is not reached because of egoic censorship, emotional blocks, and patterns of beliefs that, although brought to light during the experience, ultimately prevent the higher integration from occurring.

It can be a painful experience to one who has experienced the farther reaches of human consciousness by ingesting a psychedelic substance, for example, to find time and time again such heights of awareness and intuitive comprehensions dissolve when “coming down” (Ram Dass, 1971, p. 11). If the peaks of enlightenment and liberation are high, then the abyss of despair, meaninglessness, and bitterness can be deep. The “old” personality can re-awaken as the personality reverts back to his or her previous state once the energy of the inner self has been withdrawn. As Georg Feuerstein (1993) reminded us, “Enlightenment does not obliterate the personality” (p. 147).

These reactions to spiritual awakening draw attention to the fact that any significant endeavor, whatever it may be, is often filled with obstacles and difficulties. The psychological disturbances that occur during this type of crisis are not pathological because they have a different meaning, cause, and function than the problems that accompany those of normal life and they need to be addressed in an altogether different way. “The conflict,” Christina and Stanislav Grof (2017) state, “is between some aspect of the personality and the progressive, emerging tendencies and aspirations of a moral, religious, humanitarian, or spiritual character” (p. 34).





The Process of Transmutation


The process of transmutation, as an aspect of ego-transformation, is difficult to describe to someone who has not had the experience and attempts usually succeed only with those who already know what you mean. Metaphors, symbols, and analogies are useful and may be one reason why Jesus talked to his disciples about the “Kingdom of God” using parables. Metaphors of transformation—such as the process of moving from caterpillar to butterfly, from captivity to liberation, from darkness to light, from fragmentation to wholeness, wakening from the dream of “reality,” uncovering the veils of illusion, purification by fire, returning to the source, dying and being reborn—are helpful in such situations (Metzner, 1986).

Over a long period of time, and not without some difficulties along the way, the individual begins to observe a slow but sure change in himself or herself as steps are taken to put one’s insights and ideals into action in one’s daily life. “The process does not always proceed with absolute smoothness,’ Christina and Stanislav Grof (2017) observed, but “this is not surprising given the complex task of remaking the personality in the midst of the circumstances of daily life” (p. 42). During this process of transmutation, the individual basically has two tasks that he or she must learn to carefully balance: continue pursuing the growth process while simultaneously meeting the demands of everyday life effectively. The task is not to try to live up to one’s ideals but to allow those ideals to express themselves through you. There is a difference.

Assagioli (1988) noted that there may be a tendency to become too introspective and so engrossed with the pursuit of spiritual development that meeting one’s daily duties and responsibilities at home and work suffers. Criticisms from family members, friends, and work supervisors may cause doubts and discouragement about the success of the spiritual venture. Another difficulty can be caused by the superabundant inflow of energy that the individual feels, including aggressive and sexual impulses that may surface during this time. The energy may end up either scattered and unfocused in feverish activity or kept inhibited and unexpressed. If the excessive or unused energy, especially the aggressive and sexual drives, are forcefully repressed out of awareness, psychosomatic difficulties may occur, such as insomnia, emotional depression, mental agitation, and restlessness. Ideally, the appropriate solution is to recognize, accept, and channel the excessive or unused energy into constructive and purposeful activity. Express, don’t repress.





III. Varieties of Transpersonal Approaches to Diagnostic Assessment



AN INTEGRAL APPROACH


By going beyond an either/or approach to one that incorporates both the relativist and universalist perspectives, understanding psychological disorders can most fruitfully advance. Any psychological disorder, in other words, can be considered to be a combination of (a) a set of central symptoms (e.g., abnormality, maladaptiveness, personal distress) that can be observed in practically all societies and world populations and (b) a set of peripheral symptoms that are expressed, manifested, or displayed in different ways within different environmental and social contexts and that tend to be culture specific (Shiraev & Levy, 2017, p. 256). Hallucinations and delusions may be considered central symptoms of schizophrenia recognized universally, for instance, but the peripheral thoughts and images expressed may vary from culture to culture or from one historical period to another. Depression will have a set of central biochemical markers, bodily syndromes, and psychological complaints that are recognized as characteristic of a depressive episode across cultures, even though specific peripheral (culture-specific) signs may vary as when, for example, European patients display feelings of guilt and Asian clients somaticize the disorder into physical disturbances.

Exceptional human experiences, transpersonal crises, and psychosis do not present themselves as “pure” phenomena but reflect a blend of content and symptoms. From a transpersonal perspective, accurate diagnosis can best be achieved by an integral approach that draws upon multiple sources of information obtained from multiple perspectives that go beyond the surface observation and categorization of behavioral “symptoms” identified by the DSM to get at the deeper meaning of the experience for the client (S. Grof & C. Grof, 1989a; Ingersoll, 2002). Critics contend that spiritually themed psychological crises such as “spiritual emergence” and “spiritual emergencies” are little more than historically situated and socially conditioned linguistic constructions that have little reality outside of the culturally dramatic and colorful verbal discourse used to construct their meaning (e.g., Sinclair, 2016). An integral approach nevertheless takes seriously the possibility that transpersonal crises can be both distinctly real and historically situated, linguistically conditioned constructions that have potential for actual improved functioning and wellbeing of the individual.





Models of Transpersonal Diagnostic Assessment



One of Transpersonal Psychology’s contributions to mainstream clinical (abnormal) psychology is the development of a variety of conceptual tools and practical approaches to diagnostic assessment that can enhance a mental health professional’s ability to accurately differentiate religious and spiritual problems and exceptional human experiences from more serious psychological disturbances (Lukoff, 1988, 2005). These transpersonally oriented approaches to clinical diagnosis include (a) Abraham Maslow’s notion of metapathologies, (b) Ken Wilber’s spectrum model of psychopathology, (c) Robert Hutchins’s Gnosis model, (d) Elliot Ingersoll’s Integral Diagnosis model, (e) Paul Jerry’s approach to clinician, client, clinical issues, (f) David Lukoff’s Visional Spiritual Experiences, (g) Chad Johnson and Harris Friedman’s diagnostic/assessment model, (h) Kenneth Bradford’s phenomenologically informed contemplative model, and (i) Carla Clements’s emotional wellness model.

The different therapeutic models of transpersonal diagnosis/assessment offer clinicians a framework for investigating the factors that contribute to the etiology of religious and spiritual problems and distinguishing spiritual emergence and spiritual emergencies. Clinical research suggests that the characteristics of transpersonal experiences can be clearly and effectively distinguished from symptoms of psychotic experiences by well-trained clinicians who are familiar with these types of phenomena (Assagioli, 1989; Kaminker & Lukoff, 2013; J. Nelson, 1994).



Maslow’s (1971) Metapathologies as a Deprivation of Being-Values


Transpersonal psychology, in certain respects, is an outgrowth of Abraham Maslow’s (1969c) attempt to move general psychology toward a more “humanized philosophy of biology” and embrace a “humanistic biology” that uses “selected good specimens (superior specimens) as biological assays for studying the best capability that the human species has” (p. 724). Maslow used the term “metapathologies” to refer to instances of psychological disorders that result when a person’s “best capability” is ignored, overlooked, or denied expression in human development. For Maslow, this included impulses toward ultimate states of transcendence and satisfaction of B-values (values of Being). “Without the transcendent and the transpersonal,” Maslow (1968) wrote, “we get sick, violent, and nihilistic, or else hopeless and apathetic” (p. iv).

The specific metapathologies that can be linked with the deprivation of specific B-values are listed by Maslow (1971) in his book, The Farther Reaches of Human Nature (pp. 317–319). Although not explicitly identified in Maslow’s table of values of Being (B-values), love is one of those deficiency needs (D-needs) in his hierarchy of needs that possess B-value characteristics and whose satisfaction enhances or fulfills human potential. Peter Breggin and Jeanne Stolzer (2020) highlighted the key role that feelings of psychological helplessness, powerlessness, and worthlessness play in most experiences of psychological suffering and personal failure that are “fueled by experiences and feelings of being unlovable and especially unworthy or underserving of love” (p. 113).




Wilber’s (1984) Spectrum Model of Psychopathology


Transpersonal scholar Ken Wilber proposed a stage model of psychopathology that is “developmental, structural, hierarchical, and systems-oriented” (1984a, p. 75). Certain psychological disorders manifest themselves as the result of a “lesion” at particular stages in the development of human consciousness that are best treated by certain types of therapies that target the pathologies at that particular stage of development (Wilber, 1984a, 1984b). Although Wilber’s Integral Model is not without its critics (see Rothberg & Kelly, 1998), what is unique about Wilber’s descriptive typology of mental disorders is that it includes a description of mental disorders that occur at transpersonal (trans-egoic) levels of consciousness—psychic, subtle, causal, absolute.




Hutchins’s (2002) Gnosis Model


Clinical psychologist Robert Hutchins (2002) proposed an approach to diagnosis called the “Gnosis model” that integrates the guidelines and criteria of the DSM with “a person-centered, wellness paradigm that orients itself around a person’s calling, goals, and core gifts, and the support systems necessary to realize them” (p. 104). The traditional DSM diagnosis and the positive diagnosis of the Gnosis model are integrated. Hutchins (2002) notes “it is a practical way to marry the traditional medical approach with the approaches developed in humanistic, transpersonal, and person-centered work” (p. 112).

By obtaining additional information during the intake and diagnosis process related to the client’s life goals, talents and abilities, and social support systems, the client is no longer seen in partial and incomplete terms as something broken, diseased, or disabled that needs to be fixed. Instead, the client is treated as a whole person who brings to the clinical setting life goals and a sense of mission, physical abilities and gifts of character, and psychosocial and environmental systems that are available to support the person that aid in healing. Looking only at the client’s positive aspects can be as limiting as only looking at the client’s pathology. Both gifts and challenges needed to be recognized and accepted.




Ingersoll’s (2002) Integral Diagnosis Model


Clinical counselor Elliott Ingersoll (2002) proposed integrating the DSM medical approach with the holistic perspective of Ken Wilber’s Integral Model in the training of psychologists and masters’ level mental health professionals (Wilber, 2000a, 2000b). Wilber’s Integral Model has been successfully applied to the diagnosis and treatment plan for substance abuse disorders, such as alcoholism (G. Nixon, 2001) for example, and Ingersoll suggests further extensions. Integral Diagnosis considers different kinds of information (e.g., sensory, rational, contemplative) about a client’s various developmental levels (e.g., sexual, artistic, moral, spiritual, affective, ego, interpersonal) from different perspectives (interior-exterior, individual-collective) in order to provide a multifaceted picture of the client during the diagnosis process that complements standard DSM diagnosis. Supplementing the DSM’s diagnostic decision tree with Robert Hutchins’s (2002) Gnosis model and Ingersoll’s (2002) Wilberian Integral Approach can enhance the clinician’s diagnostic ability to distinguish between transcendent and psychotic states and propose a treatment plan that serves as a way of healing toward wholeness.




Jerry’s (2003) Approach to Clinician, Client, and Clinical Issues


Transpersonal educator and clinician Paul Jerry (2003) presented a heuristic framework that addressed three aspects of the initial diagnostic/assessment process that affect a clinician’s judgments of severity of the illness, type of diagnosis, and prognosis for improvement and can enhance the clinician’s ability to provide an accurate transpersonal diagnosis. The three aspects are (a) the self-understanding of the clinician himself or herself, (b) the client and his or her personal perception and understanding of the transpersonal experience and its symptoms and what the client perceives to be the most important problem that needs to be first addressed in treatment, and (c) the clinical issues that are presented during diagnosis and the challenge of determining what it is exactly that the client is dealing with—is it a legitimate transpersonal phenomenon or not? Proper differential diagnosis of the problem that the client presents at intake-interview is important because “an accurate diagnostic profile will help by-pass therapeutic mismatches and make the treatment process more efficient” (p. 45). Jerry operationalized his diagnostic framework in the form of a “Brief Self-Assessment for the Practice of Transpersonal Diagnoses” (Appendix A, pp. 58–59).




Lukoff’s (2007) Visionary Spiritual Experiences


Transpersonal researcher and clinician David Lukoff (1985, 1988) offered one of the first models of a diagnostic protocol to help the clinician differentiate psychotic states from mystical experiences with psychotic features using a list of comparative symptoms of both DSM clinical disorders and exceptional (transpersonal) experiences (Lukoff, Lu, & Turner, 1998). Lukoff’s model included considerations of contexts such as timing and duration of symptoms, physical health of the client, client’s drug or alcohol use, and inclinations toward confabulation and/or malingering. More recently, Lukoff (2007, 2011) proposed a list of criteria to identify psychotic-like experiences he called “Visionary Spiritual Experience” (VSE). VSE is defined as “an inner experience of connection to something greater than oneself, a personal sense of the sacred and meaningful” [that] “add a new dimension to the individual’s spiritual life” (p. 635). Good pre-episode functioning, a positive exploratory attitude toward the experiences, acute onset with symptoms appearing over 3 months or less, with no risk of suicide or harm to others distinguish a VSE from psychosis.




Johnson and Friedman’s (2008) Diagnostic/Assessment Model


Chad Johnson and Harris Friedman (2008) acknowledged that “differentiating R/S/T [religious, spiritual, and/or transpersonal] experiences from psychopathology can be extremely difficult because of similarities between pathological symptom expression and the unusual behaviors and perceptual characteristics found in these experiences” (p. 11). To aid in this task, Johnson and Friedman offered a series of recommendations for “best practice” based on qualitative and quantitative research to aid the mental health professional in differentiating religious/spiritual/transpersonal (R/S/T) experiences from psychopathology (Table 3, p. 523). Areas that should be explored during the diagnostic/assessment process include (a) the state or condition of the individual’s pre-episodic, episodic, and post-episodic functioning level; (b) the level of functioning in daily life and whether patterns of pathology are exhibited in other life areas (home, work, recreation, sexual relationships, and social settings); (c) the intensity of the spiritual experience; (d) the emotional tone of the experience as exciting or frightening and overwhelming; and (e) how the individual copes with other people’s reactions to the experience.




Bradford’s (2009) Phenomenologically Informed Contemplative Model


Using a case study approach, transpersonal clinician Kenneth Bradford (2009) compared the relative strengths and limitations of five different kinds of diagnostic approaches: (a) conventional empirical diagnosis, (b) transpersonal-empirical diagnosis, (c) meditative thinking and phenomenological diagnosis, (d) phenomenological-contemplative diagnosis, and (e) contemplative diagnosis. According to Bradford, all authentic diagnoses occur within the context of an intersubjective, meaning-seeking, participatory field of knowing-with the client rather than simply knowing-about the client (i.e., emphasizing “how are you?” rather than “what are you?”). Bradford recommended that a combined contemplative (Be-Here-Now, mindful, not-doing, letting be, nondual, holistic) and phenomenologically informed approach to diagnosis be primary. The calculative (either/or, dualistic, subject/object, objectivist, positivist, reductionist, labeling, reifying mindset) approach to diagnosis that is favored by the DSM ought to be considered as secondary and adjunctive.




Clements’s (2016) Emotional Wellness Model


Counseling psychologist, Carla Clements (2016, pp. 73–75) proposed a model of emotional illness, health, and ego-transformation based on the following assumptions:



“human beings are by nature intrinsically healthy,” (b) “emotion, experience, meaning, relationship, and feeling are all bound together with an overall sense of self,” (c) “human beings are limited by their beliefs about who they are,” (d) “human beings can transcend the ego state and discover higher levels of trans-egoic consciousness,” “emotional illness [can] also occur during transitory periods in a healthy life,” and “reinstating [each person’s] capacity for reconnection with their foundational spiritual nature is among the most important tasks of therapy.”

(pp. 76–79)




Clements’s model emphasizes the role that emotions serve as “the basis of our sense of self, health, and wellbeing” in a manner that explicitly addresses the limitations of the DSM. What makes Clements’s model of emotional illness, health, and transformation transpersonal are the assumptions that form its basic, firm foundation.






Clinical Issues Related to Transpersonal Diagnosis





Acknowledging the Growth Potential of Psychotic Illness


The problematic role of spirituality in mental illness and its relation to psychosis remains an important topic of investigation in Transpersonal Psychology (Clarke, 2010). Whereas religious traditions may not acknowledge the psychotic features of a mystical experience, psychological science may not acknowledge the mystical features and growth potential of psychotic experiences. Orthodox, Western psychology tends to overemphasize the similarities between mystical experiences and psychosis. The view that they are equivalent is challenged considering the differences in their cognitive, emotional, and behavioral features (Brett, 2002; Buckley, 1981; Hunt, 1984; Lukoff, 1985; Stifler et al., 1993). There is accumulating evidence that there can be an overlap of psychotic content and symptomology in the phenomenology of certain spiritual experiences (e.g., hallucinations, grandiose and paranoid delusions, social withdrawal) in the absence of mental illness (Jackson, 2001; Jackson & Fulford, 1997; Peters, Joseph, & Garety, 1999). For this reason, psychotic symptoms and spiritual experiences should be assessed “in the light of the values and beliefs of the individual and the social content” and not simply in terms of the form and content of the phenomenology of the experience (Phillips, Lukoff, & Stone, 2009, p. 73).

Similarity in the content and symptoms of mystical experiences and psychotic episodes has led to confusion and mistakes in diagnostic and treatment decisions due to a failure to recognize the difference between acute psychotic episodes with growth potential and long-term psychotic illness. Even during a severe psychological crisis such as a psychosis, transpersonal experiences can spontaneously and unexpectedly emerge to provide a needed synthesis (J. Nelson, 1994). The occurrence of something pathological by itself does not mean that something transpersonal cannot emerge or develop. What appears to be a psychological crisis may actually function as a growth experience for the individual that results in greater ego-psychological and psychic-spiritual expansion and wellbeing that adds extra dimension in all aspects of one’s daily life (S. Grof & C. Grof, 1989a).

What is first labeled as a crisis of anxiety, neurosis, and even psychosis may later be understood as an indication of the disintegration stage of a growth process that has an integral role in personality development. Such crises in hindsight may later be seen to have been a necessary stage of growth and development—what child psychiatrist Kazimierz Dąbrowski (1970, 1972) termed “positive disintegration.” (For an extended discussion of Dąbrowski’s theory of constructive mental growth and progressive personality development through “positive disintegration,” see Tillier, 2018). Sometimes a person must be plunged into creative chaos to find a new order that will bring original insight and knowledge.

According to Christina and Stanislav Grof (1990), spiritual emergencies are provocative examples of how the temporary disorder and turmoil of a psychological crisis may be the means by which a lifestyle of habits of behavior, belief, and perception that previously served a legitimate and valuable purpose for the personality are now recognized to be outdated, dysfunctional, and limiting, and needs to be dispensed with and cast off. Transpersonal Psychology recognizes that, although the natural state of human beings is one of health when natural processes operate unimpeded, the conflicts and stresses of modern life often interfere with nature’s spiritual flow. Anyone may be susceptible to a culturally defined “psychosis” under those conditions and may need to work through the experience as a means of returning to emotional health. Sometimes the only way out is through.




The Problematic Role of Religion and Spirituality in Psychological Crises


Whether religion plays a constructive or negative role in healing from a psychological crisis will depend upon the sort of belief system that comprises that religion. According to Catherine Sinclair (2016), “this stems from the ideas that spirituality and religious ideation may exacerbate symptoms of disorganization, trigger self-harm or harm to others, and that the perceived rigidity of religious beliefs may worsen a person’s condition and promote lack of adherence to treatment recommendations” (p. 37). A religion that emphasizes the sinful nature of the self is not so bad if there is some opportunity for redemption (Fallot, 2001).

Clinical psychologist Sarah Neustadter (2010) drew attention to “spiritual or transpersonal motivating factors that could inspire a longing for death” and to the way in which suicide becomes spiritually motivated suicide; that is, “a wish to die for spiritual or transpersonal reasons” (Neustadter, 2010, pp. 62, 71). Neustadter (2010) noted that there is currently extraordinarily little research on spiritually motivated forms of suicide and cited psychologist James Hillman as “the only contemporary theorist to include a transpersonal perspective on suicide by viewing it as an attempt to encounter the soul” (p. 82) in his book Suicide and the Soul (Hillman, 1997).

Neustadter (2010) proposed that in addition to the traditional risk factors for suicide (e.g., psychache; Shneidman, 1993, 2001) there are certain cultural depictions and spiritual and religious beliefs about the afterlife that can serve as risk factors for spiritually and transpersonally motivated suicide. Neustadter pointed to the role of culturally inspired depictions of the afterlife, near-death experiences narratives, paranormal beliefs in the survival of bodily death, and idealized and romanticized depictions of the wondrous “Summerland” of the after-death environment as possible sources of influence for spiritually motivated suicide.

Neustadter’s (2010) research disclosed a number of different forms that spiritually and transpersonally motivated suicide may take that is reflected in certain kinds of beliefs about death and the afterlife. These include beliefs in the existence of a blissful afterlife that is deemed to be more fulfilling than one’s current physical life and in notions that death is not a final exit but a doorway to an afterlife dimension that leads to a better state of being or higher state of consciousness. It may involve a longing to return “home” to one’s original source or to be reunited with loved ones, or simply a desire to lose consciousness and escape into the oblivion of nirvana. Under the influence of such “afterlife fantasies,” death becomes enchanted and no longer feared. Neustadter argued that suicide lethality assessments need to be restructured to include evaluation of the presence of such beliefs about death and the afterlife as a source of ideation that motivates a person’s suicide attempt so that the relationship between spiritual beliefs about the nature of death and the afterlife and suicide can be better understood.




Lack of Social Support and Cultural Misunderstandings


Transpersonal scholars Russell Philips, David Lukoff, and Mary Stone discuss how culture plays a large role in determining whether an exceptional human experience is viewed as a spiritual growth event or as a mental illness (Philips, Lukoff, & Stone, 2009). Anthropologist Charles McLaughlin (2013c) drew attention to how monophasic cultures of the northern hemisphere that tend to limit legitimate knowledge of the self, one’s body, other people, and the world to a single “normal waking” state of consciousness also tend to regard any spiritual experience that involves an altered state of consciousness as symptomatic of a mental disorder. On the other hand, polyphasic cultures of the southern and eastern hemispheres that tend to value knowledge obtained in multiple states of consciousness (e.g., dreams, meditation, yoga, and shamanism) would be more open to regard such experiences as instances of spiritual growth and even reflective of a healthy psychological state (Laughlin, 2013c, p. 107). The cultural misunderstanding on the part of both Western science and religion regarding the nature of religious and spiritual problems and exceptional human experiences may exacerbate symptoms of religious guilt, shame, and depression. This makes coping with mental illness more difficult (e.g., illness seen as God’s will and a deserved punishment delivered by a vengeful deity upon a sinful self; Phillips & Stein, 2007).







Conclusion


Transpersonal Psychology takes an expansive view of the meaning and purpose, function, and nature of psychological disturbances. It accepts the existence of clinical syndromes (“spiritual emergence,” “spiritual emergencies,” “transpersonal crises”) that do not gracefully or comfortably fit into traditional diagnostic categories, and can be subsumed under the DSM-5 diagnostic category of “Religious or Spiritual Problem” (V62.89). Transpersonal Psychology recognizes that psychological crises that may precede, accompany, or follow transpersonal development (as aspects of ego-transcendence or ego-transformation) are not pathological in themselves (Nelson, 1994).

A transpersonal approach to psychological disorders acknowledges that even psychoses may signal something important happening to the individual that, when engaged in therapeutic ways, present the potential and opportunity for spiritual and psychological growth. It considers, as a working hypothesis, the possibility that the psychological crisis may be potentially beneficial if worked with therapeutically rather than aborted prematurely through hospitalization and suppressive drugs.

A transpersonal approach to psychological disorders also tends to view physical and psychological health as our natural state of being. It recognizes that when “clinicians focus solely on clients’ problems, there is a serious risk that they will be reduced to clinical descriptions of pathology” (Hutchins, 2002, p. 101). This overlooks the internal and external resources that the client already possesses that can support the way toward healing and wholeness. Therapies that logically flow from this understanding commonly involve removing the blocks to whatever is impeding the flow of the mind and body’s natural healing energies. These therapies are the topic of discussion in the next chapter.
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I. Content, Context, and Process of Transpersonal Psychotherapy




Transpersonal Psychotherapy





What Is Transpersonal Psychotherapy?


What is transpersonal psychotherapy and what distinguishes transpersonal psychotherapies from other approaches to the treatment of psychological disorders (e.g., biological, psychoanalytic, behavioral, cognitive) that are committed to other therapeutic goals, philosophic assumptions, conceptual models, and theoretical languages? Psychotherapist Brant Cortright (1997) offered the following succinct definition: “Transpersonal psychotherapy is the integration of spirituality and psychotherapy” (p. 25). There are many approaches to a spiritually integrated psychotherapy (Jones, 2019; Pargament, 2011). Cortright (1997) identified eight “key assumptions that define a transpersonal approach [and] underlying principles that unite transpersonal therapists” (p. 16). They are:




	Our essential nature is spiritual.

	Consciousness is multidimensional.

	Human beings have valid urges toward spiritual seeking, expressed as a search for wholeness through deepening individual, social, and transcendent awareness.

	Contacting a deeper source of wisdom and guidance within is both possible and helpful to growth.

	Uniting a person’s conscious will and aspiration with the spiritual impulse is a subordinate health value.

	Altered states of consciousness are one way of accessing transpersonal experiences and can be an aid to healing and growth.

	Our life and actions are meaningful.

	The transpersonal context shapes how the person/client is viewed.



(Cortright, 1997, pp. 16–21)




Transpersonal therapies affirm the importance of spiritual issues for psychological health. They explicitly value spiritual and other exceptional human experiences as potentially healing instead of pathologizing or discounting them. Transpersonal therapists affirm the possibility of healing toward wholeness at all levels of self-identity, self-consciousness, and personality development—bodily and emotional, egoic, existential, and transpersonal (Vaughan, 1985). What is so special about transpersonal psychotherapy is that the spiritual identity development of the individual forms the context against which all psychological processes are viewed. “The psyche is no longer seen as an endpoint or final term, rather it opens into a vaster spiritual reality, a spiritual existence which exceeds and contains this process of psychological development” (Cortright, 1997, p. 22). It is the primary spiritual reality that gives meaning to the physical one, in other words, not the other way around. Transpersonal Psychology views therapy within the context of spirituality and transformation and recognizes that the therapist’s spiritual worldview is central in shaping the nature, process, and outcome of therapy.




Transpersonal Therapists and Traditional Western Therapists Compared


Transpersonal psychotherapists differ from their psychoanalytic and behavioral/cognitive counterparts on several variables, including (a) the range of psychotherapies that they integrate into their practice, (b) the number of spiritual experiences they report having, (c) their personal engagement in some spiritual practice (e.g., meditation, yoga, martial arts, daily prayer, inspirational reading, going to Church or synagogue), and (d) their belief that spiritual experiences are important in the client’s life (Hutton, 1994; Shapiro, 1983). Compared to psychoanalytic and behavioral/cognitive therapists, transpersonal therapists tend to define themselves as part of a broader range of therapeutic frameworks (i.e., self-classify themselves as a psychodynamic Buddhist, a shamanic behaviorist, a humanistic transpersonalist; Hutton, 1994).

Therapists who acknowledge the existence of a subliminal Self beyond ego as an element of human personality, for example, regard the aim of therapy as reconnecting the client with an interior source of wisdom and guidance to activate the individual’s natural healing tendencies and development (e.g., Psychosynthesis; Assagioli, 1965, 1988). Other therapists may prefer forms of Buddhist-inspired psychotherapy instead (Watts, 1961, 1974). Transpersonal therapists tend to be more eclectic in their use of psychotherapeutic techniques, drawing upon each approach as appropriate to match the unique needs of individual clients (e.g., Islamically integrated psychotherapy for Muslim clients; Al-Karam, 2018). The aim is to facilitate what is termed the “therapeutic alliance” between client and therapist (Zilcha-Mano, 2017).






Context of Psychotherapy: The Therapist



Transpersonal psychotherapy differs from traditional methods of therapy not so much in the therapeutic procedures used, as in its context, content, and process (Vaughan, 1979a). According to transpersonal psychotherapist Frances Vaughan (1979a), the therapist who affirms the importance of spiritual issues for psychological health establishes the context of transpersonal psychotherapy. Transpersonal psychiatrist Seymour Boorstein (1996) stated, “The therapist’s unfolding awareness of the Self and his or her spiritual world-view [is] central in shaping the nature, process, and outcome of therapy” (p. 3). This includes the therapist’s personality characteristics, beliefs and values, and state of spiritual identity development, which are a continual focus of self-examination and reflection. A part of the transpersonal psychotherapeutic context is the therapist’s personal exploration of his or her own inner psychical realms beyond ego, both experientially through his or her engagement with some spiritual practice (e.g., meditation, reflective journaling, dream-work, psychosynthesis exercises) and intellectually through his or her reading and study of transpersonal concepts and theories as a vehicle for both personal and professional growth (Boorstein, 1986).




Characteristics of a Transpersonal Therapist


Transpersonal psychiatrist Bruce Scotton (1985, pp. 60–61) identified six qualities necessary for the successful practice of transpersonal psychotherapy and, by implication, important qualities to foster and develop in the training of transpersonal therapists. These include: (a) openness to the transpersonal dimension; (b) ability to see the presence of numinous experience; (c) some knowledge of a variety of spiritual paths; (d) active pursuit of one’s own spiritual development; (e) openness to sharing his or her own experiences and theoretical orientation with the client; and (f) a firm grounding in conventional psychotherapy.

Transpersonal psychotherapists have an optimistic view of human potentialities for personal growth, development, and self-understanding. They presume that life is meaningful and that taking individual responsibility for the creation of personal reality is an important element of all healing toward wholeness. Transpersonal psychotherapy affirms the intrinsic worth of persons, that there is nothing basically wrong with individuals, with their being, or with who they are. Individuals are simply using their abilities and learning how to do so in a more constructive fashion.

Anthony Sutich (1973), a pioneer in the transpersonal movement, identified five characteristics that unite transpersonal therapists. The transpersonal therapist or counselor,




	Is on his or her own spiritual or transpersonal path.

	Accepts the right of any person he or she is working with to pursue his or her own path and to change to another if he or she so desires.

	Has a commitment to the principle that all human beings have continuous impulses toward emotional growth and ultimate states and accepts that the chief responsibility of a Transpersonal therapist is to function in the best way he knows how, to help in the realization of emotional growth as well as ultimate states.

	Has reasonable knowledge, among other psychological principles, of the role of self-deceptive mechanisms throughout the life cycle, including their function in himself.

	Accepts all individuals as having impulses toward ultimate states whether or not they are on a personal path. More specifically, this means working with individuals as much as possible through techniques and forms of relating that are directly relevant to their current state.



(Sutich, 1973, pp. 4–5)




A transpersonal therapist encourages clients to explore the basic reality of their subjective life, to understand the meaning of their dreams, and to attend to the larger synchronistic patterns that connect seemingly unconnected events in their lives.

The therapist, by his or her words and deeds, inspires the client to open inner communication channels between the conscious and the subconscious, and to contact and utilize those inner energies that can add a sense of drama and creative excitement to their life. Transpersonal psychotherapists strive to help clients recognize the defense mechanisms that they may use to protect their personal ego from anxiety-arousing self-knowledge and help them take practical steps toward actualizing their ideals in daily life, whatever they may be, through homework assignments.




Potential Perils and Pitfalls for Therapists


One potential pitfall for transpersonal therapists is the tendency to impose their own beliefs upon their clients. Generally, beliefs cannot be imposed upon anyone, unless they wish to accept them. When one is in a position of authority, however, the therapist needs to take heed of the suggestions or remarks that he or she presents to the clients. The higher in esteem that the therapist is held by the client, the more authority will be given the remarks made during therapy, especially those pertaining to the therapist’s own belief system. The therapist’s belief system and spiritual path while important and significant for the therapist may be meaningless to the client because of individual differences in temperament, inclination, curiosity, training, education, experience, and desire for knowledge. The pitfall of recommending a particular contemplative practice or therapeutic method can be avoided by assisting the client to discover his or her own.

Thoughts themselves possess a dynamism of which the psychodynamic perspective has always been aware. An aspect of this dynamism are the telepathic communications reported to occur in the psychotherapy situation (Ehrenwald, 1950, 1957; Lazar, 2001). Whatever the reader may be predisposed to believe about the matter, it is always good therapeutic practice to be consciously aware of the unverbalized inner chatter that goes on in one’s head during a therapy session. This is a reasonable guideline, given that the greater the status and the higher the esteem that the therapist is held in by the client, the greater the authority that will be given to his or her suggestions—spoken and unspoken (Frank & Frank, 1991). With the proper focus point, both conscious and unconscious communications can result in rapport between percipient and clinician.






Content of Psychotherapy: The Client



The content of transpersonal therapy consists of the life experience of the client. Ultimately, the success of transpersonal therapy is not dependent upon any technique, but rather the client’s desire and expectation of change. Because it is the client’s problems that are brought to therapy, it is the client’s answers that must be found, and they are to be found within the client.



Client Characteristics


Transpersonal psychiatrist Bruce Scotton (1985) identified two requirements for a client in transpersonal psychotherapy: (a) a willingness to work on her or his psychological problems, emotional wounds, and arrested development, and (b) an openness to learn about the inner transcendent, transpersonal, spiritual realm and unfold spiritually. If the client does not take the time to examine his or her own subjective states or is not flexible or open-minded enough to explore alternative solutions, then he or she should not be surprised or complain that the answers elude him or her.

The client needs to be willing to change for change to occur, and sometimes willing needs helping. The Biblical injunction applies here: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you” (Luke 11:9). But the client must remember to ask, to seek, and to knock. There is a difference between being told things and knowing them. Knowing comes from within. Therapists can help the client in their own way and at certain levels of development such help is necessary and good. However, the transpersonal therapist’s aim in therapy is always to remind the client of the power within his or her own being and to encourage the client to recognize it and to learn self-trust and everything that implies.

If the client is to know him- or herself in the deepest of terms, then he or she must start trusting his or her own feelings, emotions, desires, intents, and impulses. Those impulses provide in-built spiritual and biological urges to move in the direction of one’s ideal development. The client must trust the self that he or she is now, if he or she is to trust the self one is to become. Spiritual knowledge and wisdom are the natural result of this sense of self-unity. This means that the client must learn to listen to that “small, still inner voice” and not to fear it.

As the client gradually learns that he or she can indeed depend upon seemingly unconscious portions of himself or herself, the knowledge that the therapist and the client seek can be obtained. As a part of that movement, it is important for the therapist to remember that the client always brings to the clinical setting what educator and clinician Edward Podvoll (2002) called “two kinds of psychological history: a history of sanity as well as a history of illness” (p. 135). It is the client’s prior history of wellness that both clients and therapist should draw upon “in order for healthy development to begin within the therapeutic relationship” (p. 135).






Process of Psychotherapy: Healing Toward Wholeness



In the integrated movement toward healing and wholeness, transpersonal-oriented psychotherapies draw upon the insights of (a) conventional psychodynamic, behavioral, cognitive, existential-humanistic, and biological therapies and (b) models of postconventional human development that posit stages of personality growth beyond conventional “normality” (Walsh & Shapiro, 1983). They do so by renewing clients’ confidence in the psyche’s innate ability to heal, encouraging clients’ curiosity and creativity, and acknowledging the legitimacy of clients’ spiritual or religious problems (Jones, 2019; Schmidt & Leonardi, 2020).

Religious or spiritual problems may arise as the result of exceptional experiences that traditional psychiatry may unknowingly diagnose and treat as pathological, but which may, in fact, be instances of psychological difficulties dealing with issues related to transpersonal development (e.g., ego-transcendence and ego-transformation). Whether those transpersonal crises are called visionary states, metanoiac voyages, spiritual emergencies, creative illnesses, positive disintegrations, or problem-solving schizophrenia, they represent potentials and opportunities for personality renewal and spiritual transformation. From a transpersonal perspective, all mental imbalances have a positive potential for personal, interpersonal, and transpersonal growth when allowed to unfold naturally under supportive therapeutic conditions.



Characteristics of Healthy Spirituality


Transpersonal psychotherapist Frances Vaughan (1991) identified nine characteristics of a psychologically healthy spirituality that are important goals of transpersonal therapy (i.e., spirituality defined as “an appreciation for life which brings meaning and purpose to existence,” p. 105). They include: (a) authenticity, (b) letting go of the past, (c) facing our fears, (d) insight and forgiveness, (e) love and compassion, (f) community, (g) awareness, (h) peace, and (i) liberation (pp. 111–118). Transpersonal psychotherapist Paul Jerry (2003) recommended that “the transpersonally-oriented clinician incorporate these outcomes as part of the diagnostic process, reframing a client’s symptomology (both psychiatric and transpersonal) as process along a road toward these goals” (p. 54). As ideal outcomes or goals of psychotherapy, they promote increased authenticity in clients’ self-awareness and empathetic identification with and awareness of other people. They also facilitate emotional changes in terms of the replacement of judgment with compassion and anger with forgiveness, and motivational changes regarding a movement from fear to love and ignorance to understanding. Novel perceptions are awakened, new purposes are realized, and fresh intentions arise “connecting one’s life of mind and spirit with action in the world” (Jerry, 2003, p. 54).




Therapeutic Strategies


Individuals in psychological crisis can be assisted and supported in their movement toward greater awareness and ego maturity by several general therapeutic goal-strategies (Boorstein, 1996; Cortright, 1997; Wellings & McCormick, 2004). One strategy is to facilitate the integration and incorporation of psychic material into ego awareness by keeping the channels open between the outer ego and the inner self. A second strategy is to build and broaden the strength and flexibility of the ego so that resources of the reasoning mind can be utilized for the transmutation of inner unconscious energies, emotions, and impulses to bring about the desired changes. A third strategy is developing the expectation that health and growth is always possible and to critically evaluate those ever-present communications from science, medicine, religion, and psychology that undermine the private integrity of the individual (e.g., accidental universe, body as machine, sinful self, psyche is brain). A fourth strategy is to understand the role that ideas, beliefs, and expectations play in the creation of personal experience. A good example of how expectation affects perception in a direct way can be found in signal-detection theory. Fifth, appreciate the directing power of the conscious mind. Sixth, engage all portions of the overall Self in the healing process.






The Integration of Spiritual Issues in Psychotherapy



Mainstream attitudes toward spiritually oriented forms of psychotherapy are becoming more open-minded as therapists come to recognize the added value of including religious, spiritual, and transpersonal concepts and processes into their psychotherapeutic practice (Cashwell & Young, 2005; Richards & Bergin, 2005; Worthington & Aten, 2009). Brian Post and Nathaniel Wade noted, “Research indicates that therapists are open to religious/spiritual issues, that clients want to discuss these matters in therapy, and that the use of religious/spiritual interventions for some clients can be an effective adjunct to traditional therapy interventions” (Post & Wade, 2009, p. 131). This practice may encompass “use of prayers during a session, ways to direct clients to pray, spiritual journaling, forgiveness protocols, using biblical texts [or other bibliographies] to reinforce healthy mental and emotional habits and working to change punitive God images” (Kersting, 2003, p. 40).



Integrating Spirituality Into the Treatment Process


As psychology’s understanding of human personality changes, so does its understanding of human suffering. As its understanding of human suffering changes, therapies change accordingly (Wampold, 2007). From a transpersonal perspective, when experiences of vulnerability, disintegration, powerlessness, emptiness, and aloneness are worked with reflectively, then positive changes can occur. Clinical counselor Russell Stagg (2014) called attention to the potential for personal transformation and psychological growth that can occur during a nadir experience (the counterpoint to Maslowian peak experience). In such instances, survivors of rape, bereavement, maritime disasters, and other severe trauma use their feelings of dis-integration, powerlessness, and emptiness as springboards for positive change and the building of a new life in the aftermath (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). “Ultimately, our aim is to help our clients reintegrate with life even though they may have been profoundly changed by their experience” (Stagg, 2014, p. 85).

According to Roberto Assagioli (1965, 1988), creator of the system of psychology called Psychosynthesis, any form of spiritual awakening that follows a psychological crisis with transpersonal overtones (i.e., spiritual emergency) can be a journey into the meaning and purpose of life. If this positive outcome is to strategically occur, according to Christina and Stanislav Grof (2017), it is essential to “support the process and to cooperate with it in order to utilize its positive potential [and] that the client feels accepted and supported without negative judgment about the process that he or she is undergoing” (p. 38). The process may then lead to an increased appreciation of the sacredness of life and greater sense of closeness to the transpersonal Self that forms the greater part of one’s identity.

The idea that the subjective experiences of individuals suffering from psychosis can be used as a resource to bring about healing and personality growth is now new. It is based not only on first-person knowledge (e.g., Williams, 2012), but also has been put to the test of action in programs such as Diabasis (J. Perry, 1974, 1999) and Soteria (Calton et al., 2008; Mosher & Bola, 2004). Program evaluations indicated that these approaches to the treatment of acutely psychiatrically ill persons are at least equal, if not better in specific areas, to conventional medication-based approaches. According to Phillips, Lukoff, & Stone (2009), “treatment that allows psychosis to be ‘worked through’ by treating it as a powerful transformative process can work as well as current mainstream forms of intervention” (p. 67). The therapist designs a therapeutic clinical environment that supports, reinforces, extends, and deepens clients’ transformative practice. Therapeutic goals include increased openness to inner experience, utilizing inner resources, stabilizing insights gained, and integrating those insights into everyday life.

The analysis of narratives of recovery from schizophrenia have initiated a shift in understanding the positive role that spirituality can play in recovery from mental illness (Jacobson, 2001). David Lukoff, Charles Wallace, Robert Liberman, and Karen Burke (1986) conducted a randomized, control-group study of a 12-week holistic health program for individuals with diagnoses of schizophrenia that incorporated spirituality. Results indicated that there is demonstrated value in approaching the psychotic experience “as an opportunity to grow, as well as the usefulness of integrating spirituality into the treatment process… that can help as much as traditional interventions … without causing harm, and with possible benefits” (Phillips, Lukoff, & Stone, 2009, p. 69).




A Developmental Process


According to clinical psychotherapists Liora Birnbaum, Aiton Birnbaum, and Ofra Mayseless, the extent to which clinicians are willing and able to apply psychospiritual (transpersonal) mind-body-spirit therapies in their clinical practice is a developmental process (Birnbaum, Birnbaum, & Mayseless, 2008). They describe this process as consisting of four stages or levels of “spirituality integration.”


	Dissonance: The clinician maintains their traditional materialist position but senses dissonance between its implications and the needs of clients in certain extreme situations.

	Opening up: The clinician acknowledges the validity of diverse worldviews, including the existence of a transcendent or transpersonal reality, and passively accepts and responds to clients’ spiritual material.

	Contact with caution: The clinician actively acquires knowledge about the “self in treatment” through various spiritual channels, for example, accessing altered states of consciousness.

	Engaged: The clinician can authentically and genuinely integrate and implement transpersonal interventions to promote health and empower clients.



Introducing and working with religious, spiritual, and transpersonal variables as a part of the diagnostic clinical setting can bring a sense of new, refreshing challenges to clinical work and incite further intellectual curiosity. The clients who are recipients of such help do not alone benefit. So do the clinicians themselves.

The occurrence of transpersonal experiences and related phenomena (e.g., near-death experiences, lucid dreams, previous life memories, paranormal experiences) are becoming a more common part of clients’ presenting problems in mental health settings for a variety of reasons. Increased exposure to spiritual practices from other cultures such as yoga and meditation, the medical and clinical applications of psychoactive agents such as psychedelics, and the development of new technologies such as resuscitation technologies and dream-induction machines are contributing to this occurrence. Developing a background knowledge of transpersonal theories and concepts so that that knowledge can be applied in practical terms in the clinical setting can be helpful in meeting clinical challenges of the 21st century.




The Agnostic Option


The issue of whether the psychospiritual experiences reported by clients in the clinical setting disclose anything “real” about the nature of consciousness and the structure of reality is an important one. Psychiatrist Michael Miovic (2004a) has suggested that when a Western, scientific approach to human personality is adopted and a client states that he or she has had a spiritual experience of God or an apparition of a departed spouse, then the clinician has several options regarding the attitude that he or she can take toward the client’s presenting problem. The default option, and the most likely one, is to adopt an agnostic attitude regarding the factual existence of such a deity or of survival personalities. The therapist considers the person’s reports simply as “statements of belief that have no relationship to any actual facts of existence [instead of] as perceptions—however subjective and partial—of actual spiritual realities” (Miovic, 2004a, p. 105).

Such clinical pragmatism, Miovic (2004a) argued, results in the divorce of philosophical questions about the nature of reality from the practice of psychotherapy and research. This banishment of metaphysics from the clinical setting is ill-conceived in Miovic’s view because the whole question of diagnosis of psychopathology and health and the question of “the way things are” hinges on whether what a client believes and acts upon corresponds to what the nature of reality really is. The default option that is chosen, in most cases, is bracketing the question of whether a client’s perceptions and beliefs have any relationship to the facts of existence in such cases. This agnosticism, however, has a cost.

For the transpersonal therapist who strives to model authenticity and genuineness in all his or her dealings with clients, adopting a utilitarian attitude that regards a client’s perceptions and beliefs as simply adaptive sources of support and meaning that are useful in therapy and in the client’s life and leaving the matter there can be perceived by the client as being disingenuous. According to Miovic (2004a), “it risks being implicitly devaluing” to the client, making the therapist inauthentic in the “pseudo-respect” being shown to clients’ experiences, and does not give the psychologist or psychiatrist the opportunity “to gain competency in thinking about the ‘big question(s)’ of the human condition” (p. 106). The clients’ beliefs and experiences may indeed be in error, but “thus far neither science nor philosophy has proved or disproved the existence of soul and spirit” and “some scientific research lends more credence to their arguments, not less” (p. 107) (e.g., modern physics, parapsychology, consciousness studies).





II. Four Transpersonal Approaches to Psychotherapy




Roberto Assagioli’s System of Psychosynthesis



Italian psychiatrist, Roberto Assagioli, a contemporary of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, developed a transpersonally oriented personality theory and system of psychotherapy called Psychosynthesis (Assagioli, 1965, 1973, 1988; Firman & Gila, 2002; Hardy, 1987). Psychosynthesis is a system of psychology that acknowledges the validity and significance of spiritual or “superconscious” experiences in human growth and development. It is a psychotherapy that endeavors to synthesize or make whole those aspects of the human psyche that have become fragmented, disconnected, and divided and to heal the psychological pain, imbalance, and felt-sense of meaninglessness that has resulted (Ferrucci, 1982, pp. 26–27).

The primary therapeutic task is to heal the fundamental duality between our outer personal ego and our inner transpersonal Self. Other tasks involve (a) the utilization of inner unconscious energies, emotions, and impulses to bring about desired changes and (b) the development of those aspects of personality that are either deficient, underdeveloped, imbalanced, or in conflict. The primary goal-strategy is for all aspects of the present ego personality to recognize the existence of a transpersonal “Higher” Self and join with this portion of itself.

The stages through which the personal ego must pass for the attainment of these goals were identified by Assagioli (1965, pp. 21–31) as:



	Knowledge of one’s personality.

	Control of its various elements.

	Realization of one’s true Self—the discovery or creation of a unifying center.

	Psychosynthesis: the formation or reconstruction of the personality around the new center.




If passage through each stage is to be consciously realized and experienced, then the personal ego with its reasoning mind needs to be involved throughout the process. Harmonious unification of the personal ego with the intuitive center of its own wider identity (i.e., transpersonal Self) requires that psychosynthesis proceeds with the full cooperation and in full partnership with the immediate operating personality. The conscious “I” with its reasoning mind and the Higher Self with its intuitional wisdom are meant to challenge and develop each other through the process of personal and transpersonal psychosynthesis. According to Assagioli (1965), “what has to be achieved is to expand the personal consciousness into that of the Self; to unite the lower with the higher Self” (p. 24).





Personal Psychosynthesis



Psychosynthesis proposed two kinds of psychosynthesis to attain its vision of wholeness in clients: (a) personal psychosynthesis and (b) spiritual or transpersonal psychosynthesis. Personal psychosynthesis occurs first in the therapeutic process and is a necessary precursor and forerunner of spiritual or transpersonal psychosynthesis. Personal psychosynthesis ensures that there is a basic and firm foundation of appropriate ego development before exploring the inner psychic realm of the “superconscious” and the transpersonal Self.




Knowledge of One’s Personality


Before transpersonal psychosynthesis can begin (i.e., “the coordination, subordination, integration, and organization of the various psychological energies and functions of the Self into a harmonious whole”; Assagioli, 1988, pp. 28–29), the elements of the lower unconscious must be consciously acknowledged, recognized, and accepted. Traditional psychodynamic, behavioral, cognitive, humanistic therapies may be useful for this purpose. The strategic goal is to help release what is repressed, make conscious what is subconscious, unravel neurotic or psychotic trends in personality, modify destructive habits, and strengthen the ego so that its anxieties, defenses, projections, and limiting and limited beliefs can be transcended.

Assagioli (1965) stated, “An extensive exploration of the vast regions of our unconscious must be undertaken” (p. 21). This means communicating with one’s figuratively “lower” subconscious mind by employing psychological methods designed to facilitate such communication. These methods may include meditation, active imagination, guided fantasy, drawing, pendulum method, automatic writing, self-hypnosis, dream diaries, and evocative music. The aim is to discover and explore the personal beliefs that influence those subconscious processes that create one’s personally experienced reality, the fears and desires that motivate the person, and the conflicts that paralyze one’s decision-making and waste one’s energies.




Control of Various Elements of the Personality


It is during the personal psychosynthesis stage of Psychosynthesis that the various elements of the personality uncovered during exploration of the lower unconscious are accepted so that their power and energy can be released and harnessed for constructive personality development. Control of various elements of the personality can accomplished in several ways. For example, the therapeutic technique of externalization may be utilized so that the presenting problem of the client is sufficiently “objectified” so it can be separated into different parts. Through the process of dis-identification, the client can momentarily separate himself or herself from the problem and get a distance from it so that a third-person perspective can be obtained, and alternative problem-solutions put to the test.

Externalization is sometimes accomplished by encouraging the client to “personify the problem, various emotional states, or different subpersonalities” (Laub & Weiner, 2007, p. 208). Drama Therapy (Landy, 1993), subpersonality work (Rowan, 1993, 2009), Voice Dialogue (Stone & Stone, 1989), Gestalt therapy (Perls, 1969; Zinker, 1977), Jungian active imagination (Hannah, 1981), Ericksonian hypnosis (Erickson, Rossi, & Rossi, 1976; Rossi, 2008), Ego State Therapy (Watkins & Watkins, 1997), and Art therapy (McNiff, 1992) may be utilized for this purpose. The healing resource itself can be externalized by “personification” and given various names such as “the higher self, the authentic self, the guiding spirit, the healing light, the inner advisor, and so forth which strengthen the personification and the externalization” (Laub & Weiner, 2007, p. 209).

According to Roberto Assagioli (1965), “the most effective method by which [we take possession of the various elements of the personality and acquire control over them] is that of dis-identification… based on the following psychological principle: We are dominated by everything with which our self becomes identified. We can dominate and control everything from which we dis-identify ourselves” [emphasis in original] (p. 22). In all cases, the goal is to enable the client to gain a spectator’s stance toward their own psychological processes and detach or “dis-identify” themselves from them so they can be objectively worked with for later synthesis.







Transpersonal Psychosynthesis



After the various elements of the personality have been acknowledged, recognized, and accepted “what has to be achieved is to expand the personal consciousness into that of the Self; to unite the lower with the higher Self” (Assagioli, 1965, p. 24). This is the transpersonal psychosynthesis stage of Psychosynthesis.



Realization of One’s True Self—The Discovery or Creation of a Unifying Center


This is the time that the interior transpersonal Self is allowed to express itself through the conscious “I.” It is a time of building a connective bridge by which the client can become more and more consciously aware, bringing into his or her own awareness larger and larger portions of his or her identity. Guided visualization in combination with Jungian active imagination is particularly useful for the “ascent” into the inner psychic realms of the superconscious and contacting the transpersonal Self (e.g., Ferrucci, 1982, pp. 143–144). It is by discovering and exploring those connections that exist between the client’s outer immediate operating personality and his or her inner multidimensional identity that the “healing toward wholeness” begins. The therapist’s own unfolding awareness of the transpersonal Self and spiritual perspective on life are important elements in this therapeutic process.




Psychosynthesis—Formation or Reconstruction of the Personality Around the New Center


According to Assagioli (1965), “when the unifying center has been found or created, we are in a position to build around it a new personality—coherent, organized, and unified.… This is the actual psychosynthesis” (p. 26). According to Assagioli, the carrying out of this inner program of psychosynthesis involves “the coordination, subordination, integration and organization of the various psychological energies and functions of the Self into a harmonious whole” (pp. 28–29). Assagioli (1965) book—Psychosynthesis: A Manual of Principles and Techniques—supplemented by Piero Ferrucci’s (1982) book of “homework” exercises for psychological and spiritual growth through Psychosynthesis provide handy guidance on how this may be practically done.






Meditation and Mindfulness Training





Meditation as an Adjunct to Traditional Psychotherapies


Meditation has been a topic of study in Transpersonal Psychology for many years, particularly its potential use as an adjunct to traditional psychotherapies and a way of developing “presence,” empathy, and listening skills in the therapist (Lesh, 1970; E. Russell, 1986; Walsh, 1999b). Research has demonstrated meditation to be a helpful adjunct to conventional therapies, especially for increasing clients’ self-awareness and sensitivity to how their own mind works and for uncovering repressed memories and other unconscious material (Aitken, 1982; Welwood, 1980).

Meditation practice conditions clients to live more fully in the present, to face their fears, and discover a source of support and insight in themselves that is transpersonal in nature. Importantly, meditation offers a path toward accomplishing the therapeutic goals of personal psychosynthesis by providing knowledge of one’s personality and facilitating control of its various elements (Tart & Deikman, 1991). Meditation practice aids personal psychosynthesis because it utilizes the transmutation of unconscious energies, emotions, and impulses to bring about desired changes (Urbanowski & Miller, 1996).




Promise and Perils of Meditation Practice


For most clients, meditation training as part of psychotherapy has far-reaching benefits for exploring, understanding, enhancing, and healing the human personality in all its aspects—physical, emotional, cognitive, and spiritual (Deatherage, 1996; Goleman, 1996; Wallace & Shapiro, 2006). Most individuals will meet with a degree of success using meditation techniques. They are not difficult and are within the capabilities of most who are willing to try them (e.g., Salzberg & Goldstein, 2001).

As with any powerful technique or therapy that produces positive, healthy effects in the personality, however, meditation can also produce adverse side effects in certain individuals (M. Epstein, 1990; Kornfield, 1993; Mead, 1993). Although meditators can experience psychological difficulties at any stage, problems are more frequent in beginners, those doing intense practice without adequate supervision, and in people with preexisting psychopathology. The range of difficulties is wide (Amodeo, 1981; Epstein & Lieff, 1981). Adverse events may include episodes of anxiety, agitation, depression, thought disorganization, visual/auditory hallucinations, and gastrointestinal problems. One systematic review of meditation practices and meditation-based therapies reported that adverse events are likely underreported in the literature and may occur in people who have no previous history of mental health problems (Farias et al., 2020).

Issues previously repressed or intentionally pushed aside can rise into conscious awareness. These emergent memories, ideas, beliefs, and impulses can cause psychological stress with disturbing physiological symptoms that may be distressing to the individual and to others (for an example of this phenomenon, see Kornfield, 1993, pp. 130–132). Psychological conflicts may surface and somatic symptoms such as muscle or gastrointestinal spasms may appear. In rare occasions, defenses may be overwhelmed, resulting in a psychotic break, especially in those with a history of previous psychosis. In such cases, psychotherapy may be called for to solve the dilemma. The more familiar that the clinician is with meditation practices and emergent phenomenon, the better is he or she able to understand, diagnose, and treat the individual involved.






Viktor Frankl’s System of Logotherapy



Psychosynthesis involves bringing the personal ego in closer alignment with the transpersonal Self, which constitutes the personality’s larger identity at another level of being. Meditation involves personality work that facilitates the emergence of healthy mental factors in one’s experience and awareness (e.g., insight, mindfulness, modesty, discretion, confidence, composure, nonattachment, nonaversion, impartiality, buoyancy, pliancy, adaptability, proficiency, rectitude; Abhidhamma; Hall & Lindzey, 1978, pp. 347–382). Logotherapy involves developing those aspects of personality that are attuned to the forces of love, purpose, responsibleness, and the ego’s ability to handle adversity and find meaning in life.

The basic firm groundwork for the system of psychotherapy called Logotherapy (“meaning therapy”) can be found in the autobiographical account of Viktor Frankl’s 3 years as an inmate in the Nazi extermination camps at Auschwitz-Birkenau and Dachau that is recorded in Man’s Search for Meaning (Frankl, 1984 [1946]). From his experiences, Frankl developed an approach to psychotherapy aimed at helping a person become aware of the hidden logos or meaning of his or her existence. Frankl’s experiences disclosed that a person can become deranged if she or he believes life has no meaning. Psychological illness is the outcome of the absence or lack of meaning in one’s life; psychological health is its presence.

Frankl (1984 [1946]) argued that there is a danger inherent in teaching of a person’s “nothingbutness”—the theory that a person is nothing but the accidental by-product of dead physical matter or that his or her life is simply an outcome of the mindless and purposeless interaction of heredity and environment. The individual’s existence becomes seen as a function of random chance insofar as his or her birth, the events of life, and his or her death is concerned. Illness and death become the most direct encounter with the seeming meaninglessness of personal existence. Either life has meaning or it does not. It cannot sometimes have meaning, and sometimes not. For Frankl, the meaning of life always changes and may not always be apparent, but it nevertheless never ceases to be.



The Existential Vacuum, Suicide, and the Meaning of Life


Many psychotherapists, especially those from the humanistic perspective, have emphasized the client’s need to find meaning in life (e.g., May, 1953). Frankl (1984 [1946]) maintained that the failure to find meaning in people’s lives leads to an existential vacuum—“The feeling of the total and ultimate meaninglessness of their lives. They lack the awareness of a meaning worth living for. They are haunted by the experience of their inner emptiness, a void within themselves” (p. 141). Feelings of meaninglessness can lead to acts of suicide. Frankl argued that an individual’s impulse to take her or his own life can often be overcome had that person been aware of some meaning or purpose worth living for (pp. 141–142). When the impossibility of replacing a person is realized, the importance of the existence and continuance of each person appears in all its magnitude.

For Frankl (1984 [1946], it does not matter what we expect from life, but rather what life expects from us. A person who becomes conscious of the responsibility he or she bears toward a human being who affectionately loves him or her or an unfinished work that remains to be done, will not be able to throw his or her life away. Everyone has his (her) own specific vocation or mission in life. Your task is to discover what yours is.




The Will to Meaning and the Purpose of Life


The questions, “What is the purpose of my life?” “What am I meant to do in life?” can be answered in many ways. For Frankl (1984 [1946]), there is not one general answer to be given to this overarching question because the meaning of life differs from person to person, from day to day, from hour to hour, moment to moment. The search for meaning is not for an abstract meaning of life in general but a search for a very specific, concrete, individual, and personal one. Life’s meaning and purpose does not exist apart from one’s own existence. One’s existence and being is already part of life’s meaning and purpose. The simple fact that you exist means that your life has meaning and purpose, otherwise you would not be here. As Aspect Psychology puts it, “The purpose of your life, and each life, is in its being. That being may include certain actions, but the acts themselves are only important in that they spring out of the essence of your life, which simply by being is bound to fulfill its purposes” (Roberts, 1981, p. 225).

Each situation in one’s life carries its own unique individual meaning. The therapist and client are constantly asking together, “What are the possibilities inherent in this situation?” “How can I creatively turn life’s negative aspects into something positive or constructive?” This means to turn suffering into an achievement or accomplishment of something. It means to derive from guilt the opportunity to change oneself for the better. It means to draw from life’s transitoriness an incentive to take responsible action and to make the best possible use of each moment of your life. Saying “yes” to life despite suffering, guilt, and death presupposes that life is potentially meaningful under any conditions, even those most miserable. To the extent that a person commits himself or herself to the fulfillment of one’s life’s meaning, to that extent the individual also actualizes himself or herself. The advice of transhumanistic Aspect Psychology is psychologically sound: “You cannot learn about yourself by studying what is expected of you by others—but only by asking yourself what you expect of yourself and discovering for yourself in what direction your abilities lie” (Roberts, 1997, p. 176).




Three Main Avenues to Meaning in Life


According to Logotherapy, there are three main avenues by which one arrives at meaning in life. The first is by creating a work or by doing a deed. The second main avenue is by loving someone. Frankl understood how a person who has nothing left in this world still can know joy, be it only for a moment, in the contemplation of his or her beloved. The third avenue to meaning in life is the meaning of suffering. If suffering is avoidable, the meaningful thing to do is to remove its cause. Unnecessary suffering is masochistic, not heroic. If one cannot change a situation that causes one suffering, the person can still choose her or his attitude toward the suffering that one is undergoing. “To live is to suffer,” said Frankl, “to survive is to find meaning in the suffering” (Frankl, 1984 [1946], p. 147).

The hopelessness of any struggle does not detract from its dignity and meaning. We are self-transcending beings who do not simply exist, but always decide what our existence will be (Frankl, 1966). In our choices, we create ourselves. In the camp, Frankl witnessed some of his comrades behave like swine while others behaved like saints. People have both potentialities within themselves, and which one is actualized depends on decisions, not conditions. Frankl referred to this capacity as “the last of human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way” (Frankl, 1984 [1946], p. 60). It is not freedom from life’s circumstances, but freedom to take a stand toward those circumstances.

The therapeutic principles and metaphysical commitments that underlie Logotherapy are not idle Pollyannaish speculations far removed from reality, but are thoughts which kept inmates from despair, even when there seemed to be no chance of survival. Transpersonal psychotherapist Sam Himelstein (2011a, 2011b) put the principles of Logotherapy to the test of action and further development in his work with incarcerated youth. He found that Frankl’s emphasis on freedom, personal responsibility, resistance in service of growth and awareness, authentic engagement with the important existential issues of life, and the role of spirituality in addressing the trauma of incarceration were particularly effective for this population of incarcerated youth.






Psychedelic Therapy





Psychedelics as Medicine and Psychotherapeutics


Psychosynthesis, meditation, and Logotherapy represent distinct, but related transpersonally oriented therapeutic approaches to healing the person toward wholeness. Psychedelics such as psilocybin, mescaline (peyote), lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), ketamine, ibogaine, MDMA, and ayahuasca can also serve this function (Ellens, 2014). Psychedelics as medicine and as psychotherapy has emerged as a relatively recent evidence-based psychotherapeutic modality that offers promising leads for the healing of many physical illnesses and psychological disorders that are resistant to traditional psychotherapy (Garcia-Romeu & Richards, 2018; Johnson, 2018). These include trauma-related disorders (e.g., PTSD), chronic alcoholism, tobacco addiction, opioid addiction, obsessive-compulsive disorders, cluster headaches, severe depression, and death anxiety in terminally ill patients (Fischer, 2015; Nichols, Johnson, & Nichols, 2017; Parrott, 2007; Weir, 2020).

High-dose (300–500 μg) psychedelic psychotherapy in a special set and setting (i.e., reclined position, use of eyeshades, stereophonic earphones, special music selection) that is designed to elicit mystical experiences can be distinguished from medium-dose (100–250 μg) psycholytic therapy within the psychoanalytic setting that taps biographical material from the personal subconscious. According to psychedelic researcher William Richards (2017), high-dose psychedelic therapy is capable of eliciting transcendental, transpersonal spiritual states of consciousness that generate profound insights that are retained in memory and capable of integration into daily life. Richards discussed the extensive preparation that volunteers undergo and explained the importance of post-psychedelic, drug-free therapy sessions for “the integration of the insights gained and the implementation of actual changes in attitude and behavior” (p. 332). Given the value-added of psychedelics in psychotherapy and the importance of spiritual/transpersonal experiences in people’s lives, the call for more research into the use of psychedelic substances as an adjunct to traditional psychotherapies is reasonable.

Psychedelic researcher Thomas Roberts (2012, 2013) described how the use of psychedelics under suitable psychological sets and social settings can enhance cognition and value-fulfillment in some individuals under certain conditions. As an adjunctive therapy, psychedelics offer the therapist the opportunity of tapping into different realms of the client’s unconscious and eliciting profound transpersonal (beyond ego) states of consciousness that can aid in the therapeutic process of organizing various psychological energies and functions of the whole Self into a harmonious whole (Grof, 1972, 1996). Albert Garcia-Romeau, Brennan Kersgaard, and Peter Addy (2016) provide a comprehensive review of the clinical applications of hallucinogens for difficult-to-treat psychological and behavioral conditions, including substance abuse, anxiety, and mood disorders that result in positive outcomes when administered under carefully controlled conditions.




Minimizing Risks and Maximizing Benefits


As a result of the renewed clinical and experimental research, specialized skills training and research protocols have been proposed governing the applied use of psychedelics that address the unique challenges that research with psychedelics pose (Phelps, 2017; Rucker, Iliff, & Nutt, 2018). Matthew Johnson, William Richards, and Roland Griffiths (2008) reviewed the risks of hallucinogen administration and developed several safeguards for minimizing these risks. They found that overall psychedelic drugs are physiologically safe and not addictive, although they can generate experiences that are highly distressing in the unprepared individual (the “bad trip”) and may trigger psychotic episodes in some individuals with personal or family history of severe psychiatric disorders. Persisting negative reactions to psychedelics, however, are rare and can usually be attenuated or eliminated altogether by proper preparation and supervision. Careful pre-screening is important so that clients with a history of psychotic disorders are excluded. Other safeguards include establishing trust and rapport between therapist/session supervisor and the client before the psychedelic session, carefully preparing the client about what can be expected to occur, and providing a safe physical environment and interpersonal support during the session (Johnson, Richards, & Griffiths, 2008, p. 603).

Strassman (1984, 1997) provided a series of comprehensive reviews of side-effects following the clinical use of psychedelics. He concluded that when psychiatric patients and normal volunteers are well screened and prepared and take psychedelic drugs under supervised conditions with a follow-up that helps them integrate the insights of their experiences into their daily lives, the incidence of serious adverse reactions is extremely low (less than 1%) and results in no mortality (see also Johansen & Krebs, 2015). “This makes psychedelics—contrary to the public’s media distorted perception—among the safest drugs in the medical pharmacopeia, when used carefully and clinically” (Fadiman et al., 2003, p. 113).




Conditions for a Successful Session


There are few difficulties when clients are well-prepared in advance for psychedelic therapy sessions, in other words. Other variables that can influence the qualitative effects of the psychedelic experience include: (a) the expectations of the client regarding what will occur during the session, (b) the psychotherapist’s perceptions of the nature of psychedelic experience, (c) the kind of psychotherapy that the client has undergone prior to the psychedelic session, and (d) the specific guidance techniques that will be employed during the psychedelic session (Johnson, Richards, & Griffiths, 2008; Stolaroff, 2001; Strassman, 1995). These variables all contribute to establishing a positive mental set or frame of mind of the client.

In addition to managing the client’s expectations, it is important to identify the client’s intention and primary goal for the psychedelic psychotherapy session (i.e., what the client wants to get out of the experience and hopes to achieve) to maximize beneficial insights, and the mystical-type experiences that can occur (Griffiths et al., 2006, 2008, 2011). The optimal ambient environment or setting for psychedelic psychotherapy is one that is safe and pleasant and that provides the client reassuring and comforting interpersonal support, where rapport and trust have been developed and are maintained throughout the session to minimize the risk of any adverse reactions that may develop (Grof, 1980).

Once a positive mental set, intention, and setting have been established, it is desirable that the client adopt a receptive, rather than active or controlling, attitude toward what is about to occur during the psychedelic psychotherapy setting to facilitate access to interior layers of the subconscious (Hinterkopf, 1994). With an attitude of receptive curiosity, optimistic expectations for desired change, open-minded trust in oneself and in the supportive setting, and a spirit of courage before an experience that is likely beyond the client’s conscious control, the client safely begins the adventure of consciousness that awaits.





III. Varieties of Transpersonal Practice




Mind-Body-Spirit Approaches





Adjunctive Therapeutic Practices


There are many paths beyond ego to transpersonal layers of the psyche that the therapist can consider putting to the test of action and further development in his or her therapeutic practice, in addition to Psychosynthesis, Buddhist-inspired meditation, Logotherapy, and psychedelic therapies. These may include incorporating the experience of nondual awareness in the clinical setting (Blackstone, 2007) and developing unconditional presence as a therapeutic attitude (Bradford, 2007). It may encompass practicing psychotherapy as a clinical form of love (Sovatsky, 2004) or recognizing the role of paralinguistics in face-to-face encounters with the client (C. Clark, 2004; Nuttall, 2019). It could embrace Ken Wilber’s Integral All-Quadrant, All-Level (AQAL) organizational framework to inform clinical work with clients (Ingersoll, 2007) or integrating spiritual/religious issues into group therapy (Cornish, 2010; Hook, Hook, & Davis, 2017; Zinnbauer & Camerota, 2004). It may incorporate the principles of Holotropic Breathwork (S. Grof & C. Grof, 2010) or Guided Affective Imagery (Leuner, 1978, 1984) into the therapeutic setting.

It may include energy psychology (also known as energy medicine), such as Semmorg Matrix Work that employs kinesiological muscle testing in clinical practice (Clinton, 2006). It may contain therapeutic approaches based on the principle of reconciling psychodynamic polarities that are out of balance (e.g., Pyramid Model of dialectical polarity; Laub & Weiner, 2007). It may involve the utilization of a restricted sensory meditation process to help clients cope with bereavement accompanying the loss of loved ones (e.g., psychomanteum; Hastings et al., 2002; Roll, 2004; Root, 2015). It may integrate the use of music into psychotherapy, drawing upon tested principles of the Guide Imagery and Music method developed by Helen Bonny (GIM; Bonny, 2002; Bruscia & Grocke, 2002).

There is no one psychotherapeutic technique or method that will necessarily result in healing for every person or for every psychological disturbance. Therapeutic techniques that are effective for one client may be ineffective for another because of individual differences in temperament, inclination, curiosity, training, education, experience, or desire for knowledge (Boorstein, 1985). In the creative field of probable actions and outcomes, there is always more than one way to discover the vital reality of one’s impulses toward ideal states and become acquainted with those deeply creative aspects of one’s own being.

When various psychotherapeutic practices are used in combination to synergistically address different aspects of the individual’s being-in-the-world (e.g., physical, emotional, cognitive, motivational, social, cultural, spiritual), they become what is called an “integral practice.” Integral practices are created and sustained for clients on a case-by-case basis, tested and validated through judicious personal experimentation, performed with an adventurous spirit, and with the proper balance of spontaneous freedom and disciplined regularity (Lukoff & Lu, 2005; Friedman & MacDonald, 2003).




Therapeutic Practice in Cross-Cultural Perspective


Based on their work with various European transpersonal associations and transpersonal professional groups worldwide, Olga Louchakova and Merlin Lucas (2007) reported that European psychotherapists approach transpersonal psychotherapy differently than psychotherapists in the Western traditions. According to Louchakova and Lucas (2007, p. 116), therapists in the United States tend to favor eclectic combinations of psychoanalytic approaches, somatic therapies, psychosynthesis, meditation, existential-humanistic-phenomenological methods, and family dynamic approaches. Transpersonal clinicians in the United Kingdom tend to favor Jungian approaches with some inclusion of Buddhist-inspired meditation techniques. Therapists in Romania and Portugal tend to emphasize dreamwork, with some inclusion of past-life therapy techniques. Therapists in France tend to focus on holotropic breathwork within a Freudian/Lacanian framework. In Russia, therapists also tend to feature holotropic breathwork within an eclectic combination of transpersonal theoretical frameworks.

According to Louchakova and Lucas (2007), the eclectic mix of transpersonal psychotherapies utilized around the globe draw upon the insights of “Wilber’s (1986) spectrum of consciousness and, lately, integral therapy approaches (Wilber, 2000a), Vaughan’s intuitive synthesis of developmental spirituality (Vaughan, 1979b), and Grof’s perinatal matrixes theory (Grof, 1993)” (p. 116). Differences in preferences for certain approaches to transpersonal psychotherapy likely reflect different cultural constructions of the self as a clinical category. A familiarity with cross-cultural differences in preferred psychotherapy practices and attitudes toward alternate states of consciousness can provide a necessary corrective for ethnocentric bias in psychotherapy (Simões, 2002).






The Self Is Its Own Best Therapist



When the personality comes to trust its own basic therapeutic nature, then it also understands how and why “the Self is the best therapist” (Ferrucci, 1982, p. 144). This understanding is at the heart of Abraham Maslow’s humanistic model of the person and transpersonal vision of human potential. It underlies Holotropic Breathwork’s maxim to “trust the therapeutic process” as it spontaneously unfolds. Healing toward wholeness occurs not only in the clinical office, but also outside it as well.



Healthy Pleasures


It is important during time outside of therapy that the client concentrates upon those healthy pleasures of life that he or she does enjoy. Healthy pleasures can be considered “natural healing methods” that can lead beyond feelings of wellbeing and strength, physical health, and vitality, to those sublime experiences of illumination and grace (Ornstein & Sobel, 1989). Any activity, however silly as it might seem, that brings a sense of satisfaction and enjoyment should be pursued as life’s great natural therapies. These include eating good food, experiencing the joy of reading, the delight of creative thoughts, and the enjoyment of friends.




Natural Therapies—Dreams, Art, Music, and the Sound of Rain


Dreams are one of the species’ greatest natural therapies through which communications from the transpersonal Self may reach the dreamer. Aspect Psychology recommends that “If you remember having certain dream experiences and waking refreshed, then before sleep consciously think about those dreams and tell yourself they will return” (Roberts, 1974, p. 219).

In addition to dreams, artistic pursuits are also one of waking life’s greatest natural therapies. Art and music have always been closely connected with healing. Listening to music that one enjoys is a great natural therapy that often bring images into one’s mind that can disclose answers to one’s questions and relax both body and mind (Bonny & Savary, 1990). Listening to the sound of rain can have a natural healing effect that provides a conscious reminder of those deeper inner rhythms that act therapeutically within one’s body all the time, stimulating subtle energies that help unite the conscious mind with other portions of one’s being.




The Power of the Conscious Mind, Self-Suggestion, Belief, Wish, Desire, and Expectation


Transpersonally oriented psychotherapies draw upon the resources of the conscious mind to influence those subconscious processes that help to create positive, constructive personal experience. Unwanted thoughts or emotions cannot simply be denied, ignored, or overlooked, but must first be consciously recognized and acknowledged. Once acknowledged they can then be effectively replaced with more positive ones. Books on positive thinking commonly overlook this initial recognition-acknowledgment step. Transpersonally oriented therapies that draw upon the insights of conventional cognitive-behavioral therapies utilize the power of conscious beliefs and expectations to effect therapeutic change.

The ideal conditions of a client’s life can be reinforced by redirecting the client’s habits of thought through the daily use of self-suggestions that reinforce health and wellbeing. Learning self-hypnosis is an excellent skill for helping to achieve this outcome (LeCron, 1964; Andersen & Savary, 1973). A popular set of sayings collectively known as “Desiderata,” found in Old Saint Paul’s Church in Baltimore dated 1692, for instance, can serve as a source of healthful self-suggestions that can have beneficial effects upon body and mind when reflectively meditated upon in this way.

Beyond merely intellectually acquiescing to positive, constructive beliefs, however, the client needs to act in ways that reflect those beliefs, wishes, desires, and expectations (Kornfield, 2000). This means being motivated to move in the direction of the desired outcome through some sort of demonstrable behavior. The goal is to motivate the client to become a practicing idealist who puts his or her ideals into action (Roberts, 1981, pp. 273–299). The motivated pursuit of one’s ideals gives life its emotional zest and natural sense of creative excitement and drama that it is always meant to have.






Conclusion


The personal and collective suffering that exists in our world today may well be a function of the species’ spiritual yearnings and the lack of fulfillment of Being-values that create metapathologies (Maslow, 1971, pp. 299–340). The individual metapathologies that result from living in a dehumanized and dehumanizing human cultural world spill over into the collective psyche of the human species. Such metapathologies have a different, far deeper cause than commonly recognized by traditional diagnostic categories and that transpersonal psychotherapies are ideally suited to address.

Once the person affirms the possibility that one’s sense of identity can extend beyond the familiar physically oriented ego while still retaining its balance and stability, then the individual can engage in a variety of self-therapeutic practices designed to extend the scope of that conscious knowledge even further. By bringing more of one’s identity into conscious awareness, the experiencing ego-self is expanded at its base. As normal waking consciousness is expanded and added to, it gains in stability because it now has access to information and data, perceptions and comprehensions previously denied to it. As other centers of consciousness become recognized through practical experience with them, then more of the psyche’s potential can be brought to bear upon everyday life.

This is one way that a transpersonal approach to psychotherapy differs from traditional approaches. According to transpersonal psychiatrist Seymour Boorstein (1996),



Transpersonal psychotherapy differs from the traditional approaches not so much in method or technique as in orientation and scope. There may be technical innovations such as meditation, visualization, and awareness training, borrowed from the spiritual traditions of the world, but the essential difference lies in the attitude of the therapist, attitudes that shape the course of therapy.

(p. 3)




The conscious mind becomes expanded as it learns, under the directorship of the transpersonal therapist, to bring into focus other levels of experience that it can intrinsically perceive and utilize, but because of past conditioning may presently overlook or deny. The idea is to be led to and through oneself, not leap beyond oneself. As this occurs, other regions of subjective and objective reality automatically open within the expanded conceptual framework that Transpersonal Psychology provides. Alternate modes of perception become available that offer the opportunity for one’s life to be viewed from more than one perspective. The result is a clearer picture of the nature of personal reality and an increased awareness of other portions of one’s own identity and of the meaningful interconnectedness of events in one’s life that may have previously escaped notice. This is the transpersonal vision of human possibility for psychology in the 21st century, which is discussed in the concluding chapter.








Chapter 14


The Transpersonal Vision
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I. A Vision of Human Possibilities




What Is the Transpersonal Vision?



Transpersonal pioneers Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1993d) called the transpersonal vision “a vision of human possibilities” (p. 267). It is a vision that affirms the possibility of healing and wholeness manifested through a balanced conscious awareness of the physical, mental, emotional, existential, and spiritual aspects of the human being (Vaughan, 1985). According to transpersonal scholar Jorge Ferrer (2002), it is “a way of thinking and living” whose ultimate goal, “is not the elaboration of theoretical models to understand transpersonal phenomena, but to midwife an intersubjectively shared reality, a transpersonal reality, [and] bring forth a transpersonal world” (p. 7).



The Transpersonal Vision Is Transformational


At the center of the transpersonal vision is the idea of “metamorphosis” and “the ability of individuals and organizations to transcend the limited sphere of mind associated with the ego and to learn to live in ways that incorporate a richer and more interconnected consciousness” (McMullin, 2017, p. 2). It is a transformation that reaches down to all levels of the personality. The emancipatory thrust of the transpersonal vision challenges us to use the inner light of an expanded self-awareness and put our ideals into action to heal a wounded world and the current human-made crises of our times that threaten the survival of our planet and our species. It is a vision that compels us to take responsibility for our part in the current global, social, and ecological crises of our times and to choose to change it.




The Transpersonal Vision Is Aspirational


The transpersonal vision is a vision about human potential, about who we may be and who we can be. It is a vision that quickens our spiritual intelligence, inspires our creative imagination, and challenges us to transcend our present limitations. It is an aspirational vision that calls into existence something that did not exist before, opens channels of awareness and expression previously ignored or overlooked, and gives birth to the new and untried. It is a vision of human possibilities that inspires us to look outside established frameworks, go beyond previous learning and accomplishment, and perceive reality in a completely new way. It is a vision of self-transcendence that moves us to ask the further question, to act with valor and heroism to better the existing situation, and display possibilities of achievement that might have otherwise gone unknown.





The Transpersonal Vision Is Practical


Transpersonal Psychology’s transformational and aspirational vision of human possibilities may sound exotic, but it is highly practical and deals with the very nature of creativity itself, as Abraham Maslow correctly understood (Maslow, 1968, pp. 135–145, 1971, pp. 57–101). The transpersonal vision challenges us to become “practicing idealists” and put our ideals into action, applying what we know to the healing of ourselves, the human cultural world, and the world of nature (Roberts, 1981, pp. 275–297). We do this so that possibilities of consciousness evolution may be explored, constructive alternatives to self-destruction discovered, and life on earth sustained. The transpersonal vision is of an ideal world that calls upon us to be our most excellent self in the co-creation of a “Wisdom Culture” that heals the earth and humanizes an inhumane human cultural world (Grossman & Kung, 2019).




The Transpersonal Vision Is Creative


The great sweeping changes that are abroad in our world today are reflections of the species constructing greater images of its own probable fulfillment and projecting these possibilities into the future. A human cultural world in transformation, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic (Lobb, 2020), is another indication that human nature is not a finished product, but a species of consciousness meant to change, evolve, and develop. Humanity’s nature has always been in a state of becoming. It is not today what it was 1,000 years ago or even 500 years ago and it will not be the same in the future as it is today. It is now in a state of transition, one of many (Grof, 1988b). Transpersonal Psychology and its vision of human possibilities is a crucially important part of that transition by helping to broaden the frontiers of psychology, religion, science, and the humanities, and serving as a bridge connecting transpersonal spirit and psychological science in the 21st century (Kelly et al., 2007).

Transpersonal Psychology and the field of transpersonal studies and their vision of what we can be at this unique “Turning Point” or “Tipping Point” in the history of our species are important because of the opportunities for renewal that they open up for the human cultural world (Capra, 1982; Tarnas, 1991). Transpersonal scholar Donald Rothberg (1999) in an article titled, “Transpersonal Issues at the Millennium,” identified three areas where the transpersonal vision can bring transformative change—human development, education, and socially engaged spirituality. Transpersonal Psychology recognizes and honors the true, but partial, insights that general psychology provides into human development, education, and religion. Transpersonal Psychology, as transpersonalists Roger Walsh and France Vaughan (1993a) stated, “does not seek to replace them but rather to integrate them within a larger vision of human possibility. This is the transpersonal vision” (p. 7).





II. New and Critical Time in Human History




Global Crises of Our Own Making



Everyone knows the very real existential threats we face because of our modern intellectual and emotional disconnection from nature and of humanity’s collective failure to be responsible stewards of those resources essential for the collective survival of our species and of all other life forms with which we share planet Earth (McKibben, 2006; Orr, 2009).




Global Crises Are Unique in Scope, Complexity, and Urgency


The global crises we face today are unique in their scope, complexity, and urgency and the transpersonal vision has arisen at this point in the history of our species to help address them (Walsh, 1984). The population explosion, depletion of natural resources, air and water pollution, destabilization of the climate and destruction of the environment, massive military budgets and weapons of mass destruction, homelessness, Third World debt, social injustice, economic and political inequalities, malnutrition and hunger, terrorism, war and the possibility of nuclear holocaust, and oppressions based on racism, classism, sexism, physical abilities, and speciesism are very serious and deep fundamental problems. They pose profound dangers to us all—and nearly all of them are caused by human beings (Schroll & Walker, 2011).




The Outer Condition Reflects an Inner State


The problems our species are facing are a transpersonal concern because they are not merely economic, political, or technological in nature that can be simply be fixed by more technology or throwing more money at it. The global social and ecological crises are reflections of our inner turmoil and of the emotional, moral, and spiritual state of humanity. Because they are the result of our individual and collective thoughts and behaviors, solutions must come from those levels—not in the outward tools of our technology and industry, but in how those tools are used (Walsh, 1984). Two avenues for bringing the needed psychological and spiritual solutions into awareness are by the understanding of certain ideas (e.g., Reverence for Life; Schweitzer, 1933) and the practice of certain techniques (e.g., Buddhist-inspired loving-kindness meditation; Kornfield, 1993). The evolutionary goal is to awaken the transpersonal vision of human possibilities and harness its energies for opening one’s heart and mind to the fundamental unity and diversity of being.

The question is: “Will we waken up in time?” (Russell, 2010). Transpersonal scholars Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (1993d) believe that we can and that “the collective waking up is the adventure of consciousness, paths beyond ego are the means for the adventure, and the transpersonal vision is its guiding light” (p. 267). The transpersonal vision of human possibilities is meant to help midwife “epiphanies of mind and the future of knowledge” in a conscious way (Kripal, 2019). Each person should, and must, be himself or herself in the process. Each must follow his or her own way, just as others must follow their own way. This is the true meaning of spirituality as a path for humanizing an inhumane human cultural world.






An Inhumane World and Culture of Violence



The survival of all human societies, cultures, and civilizations depends upon the spiritual, psychological, and biological condition of each individual member who composes it. Cultural realities—such as violations of human rights, the absence of moral integrity in politics, economic and racial inequities in daily life, urban decay and social unrest, unrelenting technological innovations and information overload, poverty and social isolation, group polarization and prejudice, work-a-day stress and trauma, and ineffective political or social action—can reinforce feelings of apathy, despair, unworthiness, and powerlessness in the individual. Individual and collective pathologies of sufficient severity can result, creating serious problems for society (Wilber, 2017b). Some believe that one reason for such violence is that we are raising children today in a culture of violence; that is, an environment in which culture is used to legitimize violence so that it becomes an expected part of everyday life and activities (Finley, 2018; Galtung, 1990).




The Animal Abuse–Human Violence Connection


In discussions about the problem of violence in human society, one factor rarely considered is the connection between culturally condoned acts of violence toward nonhuman animals (hereafter, animals) and acts of violence toward humans (Linzey, 2009; Lockwood & Ascione, 1998; Marsh, 2021). The possibility that such a connection exists is a difficult one for many people to accept. We take it for granted that socially approved forms of harm to animals—hunting and trapping animals for pleasure, recreation, or sport; raising them for foodstuffs in crowded factory farms and slaughtering them under the most cruel of circumstances; testing harmful products on them; killing and dissecting them for educational purposes to learn information already contained in textbooks; subjecting them to experiments that would be unethical if conducted on a human being—represent something quite different from private patterns of violence or aggressive behavior against human beings. There seems to be some impenetrable psychological barrier that neatly dissociates the violence we do to animals from the violence we do to each other. As a species, we have usually managed to separate our ethical conceptions from our use of animals, but this has become increasingly difficult for us to manage (Newkirk & Stone, 2020).

The problem is that when any animal is no longer treated as a possessor of living consciousness with purposes and intents of their own, then culturally condoned harm to one form of life can inadvertently lead us to be less careful of other forms of life than we should be, human life included. The psychological processes at work in various types of socially approved harm toward animals help shape the psychology of individuals who do violence to human beings. Learning one helps prepare us psychologically to learn to accept the other.

Socially approved acts of harm toward animals are supported by a cohesive set of culturally accepted religious and political, legal and civic, scientific and educational institutions and attitudes and beliefs based upon the idea of animals’ “natural” subordinate position and therefore the quality of life is somehow less in animals. Distorted social philosophies such as survival of the fittest, might makes right, and the ends justify the means may be used to justify the sacrifice of millions of animal lives for the genetic betterment of the human species or to enhance the quality of human life, regardless of the consequences. Humans come to see the value of other life-forms only as that life conforms to its own standards (e.g., only creatures endowed with a human intellect are capable of understanding life’s values) as one species definitely takes advantage of others (Orlans et al., 1998; Wise, 2000).

Certainly, there is nothing more worthy of actualization than our ideals of scientific progress in the laboratory, safe drugs in hospitals and psychological therapies, and quality education in our schools and we may wonder what methods might best achieve those ends. We become fanatics, however, when we consider the possibility of killing in the pursuit of those ideals and are not willing to examine the worthiness of the means used to achieve those ideals. The idea of permissive killing is what is at fault because it is not discriminating. Violence of any kind makes victims of us all and is therefore of transpersonal concern.




Rise of the Paternalistic-Materialistic-Technocratic-Industrial-Capitalistic Worldview


The question of how we managed to get ourselves into this situation cannot be answered simply for there are many ramifications and the composite picture is a complex one. It all depends on one’s starting point.

One origin story places the beginning difficulties with the Industrial Revolution in Western civilization and the rise of what is referred to as the paternalistic-materialistictechnocratic-industrial-capitalistic worldview (Berry, 1999; Tarnas, 1991, pp. 325–413; Wilber, 1981). It is a worldview characterized by a power-based morality, a masculine-oriented ideology, and a dualistic self/other psychology (Brooks, Ford, & Huffman, 2013). In that worldview, human beings are regarded as isolated from the rest of nature and in a fundamental adversarial relationship with it (Mason, 1993). According to woman’s studies professor Greta Gaard (1993), it “resulted in devaluing whatever is associated with women, emotion, animals, nature, and the body, while simultaneously elevating in value those things associated with men, reason, human culture, and the mind” (p. 5).

In this system of beliefs, human beings, especially the males of the species, were regarded as superior to, and in charge of, the rest of creation. It is a worldview obsessed with the idea of power and dominance over, in which humans must dominate and have power over nonhuman Nature, masculine over feminine, wealthy over the poor, Western cultures over non-Western cultures (Marsh, 2021; O’Sullivan, Morrell, & O’Connor, 2002; Scully, 2002). This same worldview legitimizes the continued devaluation and permissive violence against animals and the earth (Collard & Contrucci, 1989). The linkage between the materialistic worldview of global corporate capitalism and global problems of environmental degradation, toxic chemical concentrations, species extinction, soil depletion, deforestation, desertification, and the greenhouse effect is strong and can no longer be denied (Robinson, 2014).

With the rise of the paternalistic-materialistic-technocratic-industrial-capitalistic worldview in Western civilization, the idea grew that there was little connection between the individual and the events of nature. One reflection of this exterior separation from ecological nature was the associated interior division from our own psychological nature. Introjected, the division between humanity and Nature has come to be reflected in the species’ psychological structure. The separation between the “inner and outer” and between the “inner” and the “greater withinness” has caused an imbalance between our collective material progress and technological prowess as a species and our individual and collective psycho-spiritual development.

This imbalance has led to a one-sided, narcissistic, ego-bound development at the expense of the species’ ancient connections with other portions of its being, with nature, and nature’s source for some, but not all, human beings (especially those living in indigenous societies and cultures who have retained their love and respect for nature, its flora and fauna) One reason for this state of affairs in highly industrialized Western societies is that the social organizations, economic systems, and technological inventions that were presumed to help in solving the current ecological crisis and social problems of violence have been developed with a lack of appropriate spiritual grounding in principles of compassion and service, peace and nonviolence, respect for difference and social justice. The outer world, in those terms, reflects the species’ inner state and indicates that both are in poor condition.






What, Then, Must We Do?



In the 21st century, the species is seeing the results of its collective dreams and fears and their materialization in public and private life. Unfortunately, the dominant materialist worldview of Western industrialized capitalistic societies has rendered certain members of the species perceptually deaf to the voice of nature and to their own higher human possibilities (Berry, 1988). Transpersonal author and teacher, Frances Vaughan (1988) stated, “Facing our collective challenge calls for a willingness to witness the pain of the human condition, to open our hearts and to heal the wounds of deprivation—physical, emotional, mental and spiritual” (p. 17). What, then, must we do? Frances Vaughan proposed, “Let us begin by envisioning peace and healing within and among ourselves that we may extend it to the world” (p. 17).

There are several lessons that the present crises are meant to teach us and that the species must learn if it is to survive (Walsh, 1984). From the transhumanistic perspective of Aspect Psychology, the species is working on two related main problems: (a) the sacredness of the individual and (b) the individual’s relationship with other human beings and with all other forms of consciousness. One of the greatest challenges facing the further evolution of human nature is learning to love and respect other people and the other-than-human beings with whom we share this planet not because they resemble us or are like us, but because they are different from us. What is required is learning to have greater compassion for other beings great and small and to embrace a positive desire for love over hatred and creativity over destruction, so that our self-annihilation as a species becomes less probable.



Recover Lost Balance and Heal What Is Broken


From a transpersonal perspective, recovering our lost balance with nature and within ourselves is vital for addressing our global ecological crises and for the future consciousness evolution of the species (Grof, 198b). The 2019 landmark report from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services drew upon the scientific work of over 455 experts from 50 countries. It stated,



The health of ecosystems on which we and all other species depend is deteriorating more rapidly than ever. We are eroding the very foundations of our economies, livelihoods, food security, health and quality of life worldwide…. It is not too late to make a difference, but only through ‘transformative change’ can nature still be conserved, restored, and used sustainably. By transformative change, we mean a fundamental, system-wide reorganization across technological, economic and social factors, including paradigms, goals and values.

(Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services, 2019)




This means that if we are to survive the present “tipping point,” then we will have to reclaim the personal and political will to acknowledge a shared, mutual humanity (e.g., integral international development; Hochachka, 2007).

Practically, it means supporting social policies that distribute resources equitably and actively confronting any cultural and political factors that stand in the way of realizing the sacredness of all forms of life (e.g., engaged spirituality; Stanczak, 2006). It means working for community-based healing and advancing individual psychospiritual growth in ways that recognize our ancient connection to Mother Earth (e.g., liberation psychologies; Watkins & Shulman, 2010). Acknowledging humanity’s earth-connections promotes a life-saving ecological consciousness that recognizes the vast cooperative processes of nature which supports and cushions the species’ existence (Winter, 1996).

Now is also the time for personal ego consciousness to dissolve its boundaries that rigidly separate it from the inner portions of the self, to heal the split, and refamiliarize itself with its roots (Nelson, 1994; Wilber, 1979a). This requires the development of a more mature ego personality psychological structure capable of recovering and embracing its ancient identifications with nature and nature’s source. The evolution of spirit, mind, and body is now at a stage where such developments are not only possible, but feasible and even necessary if the species is to achieve its greatest fulfillment (Wilber, 2000b).




Acknowledge the Sacredness of the Individual


Human violence and animal abuse go hand-in-hand and both involve issues revolving about the sacredness of the individual. Each generation has its own purposes, and this is one of ours—to perfect inner knowledge and to materialize it as faithfully as possible in public and private life (Bache, 2000b). The current ecological crisis and global culture of violence is of our own making. The crisis is an opportunity for a spiritual emergence of a particular kind where we will be taught the sacredness of all life in the most practical way and we will learn or die in the process (S. Grof & C. Grof, 1989b).

What, then, must we do? We can take personal steps to reduce violence in our own personal lives. What is required is no more and no less than an inner willingness to allow a reverence for life to develop within ourselves and an inner consent to reduce our participation in and support of the various kinds of culturally condoned activities that involve harm against animals. That is the first step.




Experience the Human–Nature Connection


Ordinarily, we feel we have no part in nature except as we exert control over it or harm it through technology. We grant that the weather has an effect upon our moods, but any deeper psychological connection or valid emotional identification with the weather seems quite impossible. Yet by broadening and deepening the personal ego’s identification with the natural world and its manifestations—as occur, for example, in experiences of awe before a specular elemental display of nature—it is possible to experientially sense nature’s source and one’s own source within it (Davis, 1998). This human possibility—that we are all capable of legitimately identifying far more widely and deeply with the events of nature (e.g., lightening, floods, earthquakes, hurricanes, tornadoes) than is commonly recognized—can lead us away from a relatively narrow, atomistic, isolated sense of self and toward a more expansive and participatory sense of self (e.g., an ecological self) that recognizes and appreciates the integrity of a natural world of which all “observers” are a part.

The human–nature connection is an important construct in Transpersonal Psychology (Davis & Canty, 2013). Feeling connected with nature has been linked with happiness and psychological wellbeing (Howell, Passmore, & Buro, 2013). The construct is difficult to define because it can take a variety of forms. It can refer to a felt-sense of connectedness that retains a sense of self/nature duality or one that leads to a kind of self-Realization that transcends the socially conditioned superiority complex of a narcissistic ego (Naess, 1987; Schroll & Walker, 2011). Alternatively, it can refer to a nondual awareness in which self-as-nature and nature-as-self becomes transformed into a consciousness of self–nature oneness (Davis, 2011). An expansive identification with nature will not necessarily lead the individual to be inclined to care for the Earth (Stavely & McNamara, 1992), but it may lead to pro-environmental beliefs and behavior.

Having a significant life (peak) experience with nature, especially at “special sacred places” (e.g., caves, valleys, mountains, groves, stones, springs) can help people access states of consciousness that develop into a love of nature which goes beyond mere information about how to save the environment—a love that is emotionally grounded in an experiential bonding (Swan, 2010). It is a way of developing what Aldo Leopold (1987 [1949]) called an “ecological conscience.” The healing aspect of the human–nature connection does not require an altered state of consciousness. It can be experienced spontaneously in one’s usual state of consciousness as a part of psychotherapy (Buzzell & Chalquist, 2009) or when taking a walk outdoors during a lunch break (Plotkin, 2013), especially when accompanied by the practice of mindfulness (Coleman, 2006). The self-transcendent aspects of wilderness nature experiences, for instance, have the potential of leading to a “transformation of consciousness” that transpersonal teacher and author John Davis (2011) called a “nature-oriented transpersonal path” (p. 145).




Learn to Unlearn


Another starting point is learning to unlearn authoritative beliefs, no matter what their source, about the species’ “accidental origins,” “killer instincts,” and “sinful self.” The synergy of Humanistic Psychology and Transpersonal Psychology can form a transpersonal humanism that has the potential of helping individuals unlearn the destructive, hampering beliefs that contribute to social conditions that are less than ideal in the world today and replace them with constructive, life-affirming beliefs. By concentrating on those inbred, positive attitudes, feelings, and beliefs that help improve one’s sense of wellbeing, strength, and fulfillment—for instance, beliefs in the worth of the individual and in the species’ basic good intent, the importance of individual action, the responsibility to be oneself, the constructive nature of impulses, the creativity of being, the purpose and meaning of life—a transpersonal humanism can “balance the equation” (Roberts, 1981, pp. 275–297).

People who are able to even momentarily break up the usual patterned organization of perception imprinted by society and culture about an “unsavory unconscious,” an “untrust-worthy spontaneous self,” or a “disease-prone body,” for example, can begin to entertain a larger, more constructive view of the self, one’s body, other people, and the natural world. Through acts of self-affirmation, individuals become more likely to take steps to express their ideals in whatever way is given them. People become better able to assess their abilities clearly and to be consciously wise enough to choose from the myriad of probable futures the most promising actions and events that will add to personal fulfillment and to the development of society.




Make the Unconscious Conscious


If the transpersonal vision is to be fruitfully advanced, then the artificial division between “interior” and “exterior” needs to be bridged and the schism between the interior and its deeper “withinness” needs to be healed. C. G. Jung (1967 [1945]) once said that “One does not become enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness conscious” (pp. 265–266). To make the darkness conscious, the conscious “I” of the immediate operating personality must have free access to enter through the doorway of the subconscious into other portions of Itself (capitalized to emphasize its inclusiveness). When it is free in this manner, then there is no need to block or distort out of fear or resentment the emergent subconscious material that could give the needed solutions. The personality does not need to fear for its own identity or safety and does not need imaginary fences to keep other portions of itself out of awareness.

Any conceptual division between the conscious outer ego and the subconscious inner self (i.e., between the inner and the greater withinness) is arbitrary when the psyche is viewed from the standpoint of the whole Self. An expansion of the present ego personality does not make the personality less conscious, but more conscious, and allows other portions of the personality to be acknowledged and utilized. Fortunately, contemporary research in cognitive neuroscience has made the nature of the unconscious more and more conceptually or intellectually apparent (Hassin, Uleman, & Bargh, 2005). Our job is to make it more consciously apparent in our daily lives.

From a transpersonal (beyond ego) perspective, every individual ego, personal self, or conscious “I” has an innate capacity to consciously contend with larger portions of its own subjective reality and become aware of a larger portion of its far more extensive abilities. Every person has a natural ability to allow what he or she recognizes as their own identity to expand so that it includes previously subconscious memories and knowledge. As the personality seeks to know itself, more of itself is perceived. As more of itself is perceived, the larger the dimensions of the self and its identity become.

The personal self with its conscious mind is meant to expand and to be taken along on this symbolic journey of spirit. It is meant to direct its reasoning abilities to include within itself the subconscious intuitions and knowledge that it discovers. This is what is means to be a beyond-ego, whole-person, transformative process psychology. The species is meant to consciously organize those deeply creative insights as an aid in creating new structures of society and cultural patterns as it plots its course to what religious scholar Jeffrey Kripal called “the future of knowledge” and “the new real” (p. 14). The alternative to making our present “darkness” conscious is a return to superstition, chaos, and an unnecessary war between reason and intuitive knowledge, science and religion that does not bode well for the species.




Become Aware of Emerging Trends and Promising Options


Several emerging trends in the human cultural world offer promising humane options for moving toward individual and societal transformation. These trends are of interest to transpersonal psychologists and hold the potential of shifting the consciousness of individual members of our species that may help to reverse the current self-destructive course and deserve further study. Examples include the renaissance of interest in indigenous ways of knowing (e.g., Cajete, 2000; Walsh, 2007) and in secular forms of spirituality (e.g., New Age “spiritual, but not religious”; Hanegraaff, 1998), in addition to new ways of doing business, how we think of work, and economic “development” (creative work; Harman & Hormann, 1990; Eupsychian management; Maslow, 1965; deep economy; McKibben, 2007; Socially Responsible Investment; Sparks, 2010).

Another emerging trend is the relatively high incidence of spontaneous, mystical-like experiences that people report having (e.g., epiphanies; Ballard, 2011; spiritual awakenings; S. Taylor, 2010; spiritual emergencies; Bragdon, 1990). Many people who report having powerful transpersonal experiences show very distinct changes in their values and in their behavior (N. Clark, 2012; Metzner, 1997; Miller & C’de Baca, 2001; Paul, 2015). Individuals who have had a near-death experience, who have experienced deeply traumatic events, or who are “open to the immensity of living with death” and explore their own fear of death, for example, report a decreased emphasis on the importance of the pursuit of money and material possessions in their lives (Levine, 1982, p. 3; Lykins et al., 2007). They find that their values shift automatically toward service and a greater reverence for all life.

Transpersonal scholar Harry Hunt (2010) identified two artifacts of modern science that offer the possibility of producing a shared transformation of consciousness of the species on a planetary scale: (a) the photographs of planet Earth taken by astronauts from outer space and (b) the SETI (Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence) radio telescopes designed to detect intelligent life elsewhere in the universe. According to Hunt, the evocative view of Earth from space “helps to make tangible this sense of humanity and planet as one felt being” (p. 25). The contact with intelligent life elsewhere in the universe, once it occurs, would “essentially overnight” change our collective consciousness of ourselves as a species. Cinematic art form (Charles, 2005), video game play (Gackenbach, 2008), and transpersonal media of various kinds provide everyone access to the experience of others who have had transformative transpersonal experiences (Gaylinn, 2005; Kaplan, 2005). Such mass access offers the possibility of what has been called “evolutionary guidance media” (Klisanin, 2005, 2010).





III. How Shall We Live?

The expansion of consciousness evolution beyond the solitary individual to a consideration of transpersonal development in its “relational, communal, social, and institutional” expressions is important (Rothberg, 1999, p. 60). It is in this relational, interpersonal context that the seven themes of Catholic social teachings, for example, make contact with Transpersonal Psychology’s vision of human possibilities in consciousness evolution. The themes of Catholic Social teaching include (a) respect for the life and dignity of all human persons; (b) the call to participation in family and community affairs; (c) the protection of rights and the meeting of responsibilities; (d) preferential option for the poor and vulnerable; (e) respect of the dignity of work and the rights of workers; (f) the recognition of our solidarity with all other human beings; and (g) care for God’s creation (DeBerri & Hug, 2009; Massaro, 2008).

How shall we live in a way that most effectively puts these themes and ideals into practice? How shall we live in a way that addresses the global crises of our times, humanizes an inhumane world, builds a peaceful society, and harnesses our individual and collective energies to actualize the human possibilities envisioned by the transpersonal vision in the coming decade? The transpersonal vision acknowledges what Jung called “the spiritual determinants” of our lives. These spiritual determinants help us grow with the peace, compassion, wholeness, and inner happiness which accompanies the lifelong path of self-reflection, reverence for life, and living a voluntarily simple life.

If the transpersonal vision is to be effective and truly life-transforming, however, then it must somehow enter into how one lives, thinks, feels, works, and relates to others in everyday life (Fields et al., 1984; Kornfield, 2000; Moore, 1996; Sinetar, 1986). On a professional level, it means for transpersonal scholars to “do the work… that will develop and refine its constructs and areas of study… and play a role in changing psychology in the 21st century” (Hartelius, Krippner & Thouin-Savard, 2017, p. iii). Reality is above all practical and one’s idealism must be put into practice if those ideals are to matter at all. Transpersonal scholars Mark Schroll and Glenn Hartelius stated: “The transpersonal is not merely ‘beyond ego’ in some transcendent, other-worldly manner, but also in a way that is immanently interconnected with this-worldly community and environment” (Schroll & Hartelius, 2011, p. 82).




Express Your Idealism: Be a Practicing Idealist



There are many promising actions that could be taken to facilitate the formation of a more humane world, but one in particular underlies all others: practicing one’s ideals (i.e., one’s understanding of excellent performance) in the acts of daily life (Roberts, 1981, pp. 275–297).

By putting one’s idealism into practice in the actions of one’s daily life, the individual contributes to the meaningful construction of the social world (Rothberg & Coder, 2013). Ideals that are put into practice are no longer simply intellectual values or spiritual virtues but become living knowledge.




Put Your Ideals to the Test of Action and Further Development


To be a practicing idealist means moving in the direction of one’s ideals whatever they may be and taking some sort of action in one’s daily life to physically actualize them (e.g., paying it forward; helping another person in any small way, without expecting thanks, three times a week). David Nicol (2015) referred to this as “spiritually-engaged social action” that “extends the transformative power of spirituality into the public domain of social justice and democracy” (pp. 48–49). The ideals that motivate the expression of such spiritually engaged social action can be expected to vary across cultures. Indian spiritual ideals that are grounded in meaning and wellbeing (Salagame, 2017) or that are reflected in life-beliefs among urban Asian Indian youth (Suchday et al., 2018) are quite different from the spiritual ideals grounded in the Bhagavad Gita and karma yoga that uses work in service to others as a path to enlightenment (“awakening service”).




Idealism in Reverse


Transhumanistic Aspect Psychology proposed that if one’s idealism remains abstract and high-flying and not tied to any practical methods for their actualization in the events of one’s own private life, then personal difficulties are more likely to arise. The ideal that seems to exist so far out in the future may begin to appear unreachable. Focusing solely upon the unfortunate conditions that are less than ideal in our society today and on the gap between the present reality and the future ideal, the frustrated idealist may become pessimistic and despondent as he or she magnifies the problems involved by concentrating upon them, so that they eventually become all that can be seen. Frustrated by a perceived lack of progress, the idealist’s unfulfilled idealism becomes regressive and destructive instead of progressive and constructive. No longer motivated by a sense of satisfaction, patience, trust, and optimism, but by a sense of personal disappointment, anger, cynicism, and despair, the individual risks becoming “an idealist in reverse“—a fanatic who self-righteously justifies the use of almost any method at his or her disposal to achieve his or her ideal, no matter what the cost or risk to self or others, for the sake of the “greater good” (Roberts, 1981, p. 294).

If private feelings of powerlessness, meaninglessness, worthlessness, frustration, and exasperation deepen, the individual can become motivated to act in drastic unideal ways that he or she might not have otherwise performed—acts of violence, for example. The person may begin to imagine the downfall of the species by some natural catastrophe or self-destructive act, plot to bring about some disaster or tragedy to a group of people or nation or assassinate an individual whom the fanatic feels has fallen so far beneath his or her expected ideals. Most of the social and political troubles current in the world today are arguably the result of the unfortunate beliefs that might makes right and any means are justified to achieve any ends.

For the practicing idealist, however, not just any means will do. The means or methods chosen must be worthy of the goal and consistent with the ideal end that one hopes to achieve. We cannot kill or wage war, for example, in the name of peace, or sacrifice other forms of life to preserve the sacredness of human life. Otherwise, our methods automatically betray us and undermine at its very core the ideal we are seeking to achieve. To humanize an inhumane world, we must see to it that each step we take is ideally suited to the world we hope to achieve.

A humane world may seem like a remote ideal, impossible to achieve through the actions of a single individual. You may prefer to take giant steps, when small practical steps are where you need to begin. What matters, in any case, is that one does act and take concrete steps in one’s life to prevent violence (World Health Organization, 2009). As Mahatma Gandhi is reputed to have said,



It is the action, not the fruit of the action that is important. You have to do the right thing. It may not be in your power, may not be in your time that there will be any fruit, but that does not mean you stop doing the right thing. You may never know what results come from your action, but if you do nothing there will be no result.




You may want immediate results and desire that the world change overnight. It took time for the unfortunate conditions in the world to develop, however, and it will take time for them to become undone.






Transform Your Motivation: Discover and Express Your Good Intent



It becomes easier to put one’s ideals into action, if you can perceive the species’ basically good intent. Our fellow human beings may sometimes seem like evil monsters, unfeeling spiritual idiots, a species that dirties its own nest, and ignorant of any heritage of love or truth or even graceful creaturehood. It may seem that the species is doomed. Hundreds of compelling studies in psychology, sociology, business, education, religious studies, and anthropology, however, demonstrate that we are a more caring species than we give ourselves credit for. If we compare how we treated one another as a species over the course of 200 years or 100 years or even 500 years ago, we see that much has improved. Nor can our generosity, altruism, and empathy always be reduced to mere self-interest (Flescher & Worthen, 2005; Oord, 2006). There is a particular kind of helping and giving that can demand no thanks because all are benefited. You are strengthened as you help others and the gift is doubled in the giving and becomes of more worth because it could be given.



Discover the Ingenuity of Altruistic Love


The good intent of our species is apparent everywhere in everyday life, if we look for it (Batson, 2011). It is obvious in the cooperative ventures that unite mineral, plant, and animal kingdoms and in the relationship of bee to flower (Dugatkin, 2000). It is apparent in our species’ innate desire for friendship and natural bent for taking care of others we know and helping those we do not know (Jeffries, 2014). As creative altruist Thomas J. Hurley put it, “In every community there are people who care. Some feed the hungry, help the homeless, work with children or families at risk. Others reveal their genius in everyday acts of kindness and compassion. Their work, however great or small, and their presence are healing” (quoted in Luck, 1989, p. 29).

The species’ good intent is disclosed in its native capacity for altruism, cooperation, compassion, conscious love, kindness, and generosity that is every bit as real and just as natural a part of human nature as selfishness, competition, and hate (Walsh, 1999a). The species possesses inner ideals that are meant to serve as blueprints to guide the way. Human beings have both potentialities—good and bad—within themselves. Which one is actualized is a matter of choice, not environment or biology or fate (Frankl, 1984 [1946]). In our choices, we truly create ourselves.





Practice Conscious Love and Compassion


One means by which we discover and express our own good intent is through the development of three valued transpersonal emotions that take us beyond ourselves—compassion, conscious love, and inner peace or equanimity (Dalai Lama & Cutler, 1998). The great emotion of love has been thus far poorly used, sometimes looked upon as a weakness, even so far as being regarded by some religions that to love God is OK, but that to love oneself is a sin. Love represents a biological impulse of all beings and is not a province of the human species alone (Balcombe, 2006, pp. 146–159; Bekoff, 2000).

Transpersonal scholar Ken Wilber (2017b) challenged us to put the ideal of compassion to the test of action and further development in the context of a “post-truth world” (i.e., where everything is relative; there is no such thing as “fact” or the Truth, alternative interpretations are equally valid, hypocrisy and duplicity in one’s politics is the accepted and expected new “norm”). In his analysis of political discourse in America under the Republican Trump era, Wilber argued that a person at the ethnocentric stage of development who engages in overt racist, sexist, homophobic, and misogynistic behavior does not intentionally choose to behave this way as a matter of moral choice. He or she does not really know any better because the stage of development he or she is in does not allow that type of complex choice (pp. 118–119).

According to Ken Wilber (2017b), “from an integral view, compassion is the only judgmental attitude we’re allowed—the only one” (p. 119). You do not condemn a 4-year-old for not being a 7-year-old or a person at the cognitive stage of concrete operations for not being capable of formal operational thinking. Instead, you recognize that they are coming from an earlier level of development and are waiting to move up to a more expanded stage of development. When understood as reflecting a particular stage of development, it is easier to see that there has indeed been a progression in consciousness evolution since the Middle Ages, and we may expect similar developments in the future, if compassion, care, and understanding are displayed.






Live Ethically: Do the Right Thing



Becoming aware of the species’ good intent that is behind the practice of one’s idealism can set the occasion for a habit of ethical living. In his Acceptance Speech of the 1989 Nobel Peace Prize, His Holiness the XIV Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, the spiritual leader of the Tibetan people, expressed his conviction that a sense of “universal responsibility” and the worldwide view of humanity as a family, represented one of the main hopes of human-kind without which no species or individual will endure (Dalai Lama, 1989). The Dalai Lama stated,



The realization that we are all basically the same human beings, who seek happiness and try to avoid suffering, is very helpful in developing a sense of brotherhood and sisterhood—a warm feeling of love and compassion for others. This, in turn is essential if we are to survive in this ever-shrinking world we live in…. As individuals and nations are becoming increasingly interdependent; we have no other choice than to develop what I call a sense of universal responsibility…. What is important is that we make a sincere effort to take seriously our responsibility for each other and for the natural environment.


www.dalailama.com/messages/acceptance-speeches/nobel-peace-prize/nobel-lecture




The transpersonal vision embraces this ethic and builds upon it—extending the sense of universal responsibility that finds its initial application within the sphere of human life and relationships to other species with which we share this planet.



Cultivate an Ethic of “Universal Responsibility” and “Reverence for Life”


Universal Responsibility becomes truly “transpersonal, transhuman, centered in the cosmos rather than human needs and interests, going beyond humanness” (Maslow, 1968, p. iv) when it incorporates what medical missionary Albert Schweitzer (b. 1875–d. 1965) called the universal ethic of Reverence for Life (Joy, 1947, pp. 259–282). A close reading of Schweitzer’s writings draws us to the realization that “all life is valuable and that we are united to all this life. From this knowledge comes our spiritual relationship to the universe” (quoted in Joy, 1947, p. 248). “To the man who is truly ethical all life is sacred,” Schweitzer (1933) stated, “including that which from the human point of view seems lower in the scale” (p. 271).

When you experience the life of other life-forms as your own—whether it be bird, squirrel, frog, ant, or bee—that identification elicits an empathetic response that naturally compels you to give that life the same reverence that you give to your own life. Such a person, in Schweitzer’s (1946 [1923]) words,



goes out of his way to avoid injuring anything living. He does not ask how far this or that life deserves sympathy as valuable in itself, nor how far it is capable of feeling. To him life as such is sacred. He shatters no ice crystal that sparkles in the sun, tears no leaf from its tree, breaks off no flower, and is careful not to crush any insect as he walks.

(p. 254)




Compassion and peaceful coexistence is not just about human life and relationships, in other words (Bekoff, 2014). Writer Jon Wynne-Tyson (1989) wrote: “Until our species has been educated into a more compassionate regard for all sentient life, tolerance between [our] own kind will remain frail and suspect” (pp. xii–xiii). Recognizing the sanctity of one form of life does not reduce the sanctity of all others. There is enough love to go around.




Provide a Humane Education for Children


The combined synergy of the ethics of Universal Responsibility and Reverence for Life naturally seeks an expression through action in social life, especially in the education of our children (Weil, 2004, 2016). By teaching children to have a reverence for animal life, we are teaching them a basic attitude that can lead them to have a reverence for all life, human life included (Ascione, 1992; Ascione & Shapiro, 2009). Because animals are so important to children and because animals are living beings as ourselves, we can use our interactions with them as opportunities to teach children how to interact caringly with animals and, by implication, social skills for dealing with other human beings (Arbour, Signal, & Taylor, 2009; Faver, 2010; Thompson & Gullone, 2003).

It has long been known that animal companionship benefits some individual’s mental and physical health under certain circumstances (Beck & Katcher, 1996). Companion animals can force us to confront the moral contradictions inherent in our treatment of animals in human society (M. Fox, 1990; Serpell, 1996). One’s relationship with animals (domesticated and wild) can even be a spiritual path (Randour, 2000). Our capacity for entering into a spiritual relationship with animals may be one reason why animal-facilitated therapy is effective with some elderly persons, children with autism and spastic cerebral palsy, students with disabilities, and people with dementia (Fine, 2010). Encounters with wild animals, such as dolphins and whales, may trigger peak-experiences in some people (DeMares & Krycka, 1998).




Develop a Lifestyle of Voluntary Simplicity


Choosing to cultivate an ethic of Universal Responsibility and Reverence for Life in one’s daily behavior and putting principles of humane education into practice in daily life inevitably has an impact on one’s style of life, influencing choices of what one wears, what one eats, where one lives, the possessions that one values, and the goals that one pursues.

Individuals living in Westernized industrialized capitalist nations are commonly taught that the pursuit and attainment of materialistic goals is a key to happiness and wellbeing. Yet materialism (i.e., accumulating wealth and consumer possessions) can have a negative impact on individuals’ psychological and emotional welfare (Dittmar, 2008). A person’s wellbeing does not necessarily improve by placing relatively greater importance on materialist goals and values (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Cross-sectional, correlational studies have reported a negative relationship between the pursuit of materialistic goals and psychosocial wellbeing among children, college students, and older adults (Burroughs & Rindfleisch, 2002). The pursuit of money and material possessions and an ideal of financial success as a central life aspiration has a cost in terms of lower life satisfaction and happiness and higher reports of depression, anxiety, behavior disorders, and various other psychological problems (Kasser et al., 2004).

Putting one’s ideals of ethical living into action encourages many people to discover and explore alternatives to current materialistic lifestyles. One such alternative is Voluntary Simplicity (Elgin, 1981). Voluntary simplicity refers to a lifestyle that is “outwardly simple, inwardly rich” and involves voluntarily simplifying the material aspects of one’s life. The construct of voluntary simplicity is theoretically related to ideas of the deep ecology movement (Sessions, 1995), ecopsychology (Roszak, 2001), and transpersonal ecology (W. Fox, 1995). Practically, it means the avoidance of exterior clutter and of the many possessions irrelevant to the chief goals and purposes of one’s life. Poverty, of course, does not make a person more spiritual, but finding a simpler style of life in which the person finds value fulfillment in one’s way of life is one dimension of happiness that is within the reach of everyone. The practice of living simply discloses how “it is possible in principle to have endless growth in quality of life without increasing consumption above a certain life-support level” (Drengson, Devall, & Schroll, 2011, p. 112).





IV. A Transpersonal Vision for a Transpersonal World




The Many Paths Beyond Ego





Begin Where You Are


There are many paths beyond ego and different places to begin the symbolic journey of creating a transpersonal world depending on one’s temperament, inclination, curiosity, training, education, past experience, and desire for knowledge (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993a). Where does one begin? One path—the way of the body—encourages the person to explore the hidden contours of his or her own embodied consciousness through the practice of meditation, yoga, or any of the martial arts. Another path—the way of the mind—may expand the individual’s conceptual understanding of the “unknown” elements of his or her ego-self by experiencing its greater world through drug and nondrug avenues of nonordi-nary states of consciousness. Alternatively, one may enlarge one’s vision of the nature of reality and of the human psyche through the reading of inspirational books and related literature of the humanities.

Still another path—the way of the heart—may extend the transformative power of spirituality into the public domain of social justice and socially engaged spirituality. These paths are not separate from each other, but greatly overlap, and one path may lead to another. Roger Walsh and Frances Vaughan (2018) stated that “a recurrent theme of transpersonal practice is using one’s work and service as a means of learning, growing, and awakening” (p. 6).




The Wisdom Creed


The transpersonal vision and its many paths beyond ego arose to counterbalance the limited and limiting assumptions of the Western Creed and its institutionalized paternalistic-materialistic-technocratic-industrial-capitalistic worldview (Tart, 1992a [1975]; Tart, 1997a, pp. 40–42). The “Wisdom Creed” offers an alternative set of postulates, assumptions, and hypotheses about the nature of Being (ontology), human knowing (epistemology), and value-fulfillment (axiology) on which to build a more humane human cultural world. These include,



	The end does not justify the means.

	The means must embody the values of the ends that it seeks to achieve, otherwise both are undermined (i.e., you cannot kill people who kill people to show that killing is wrong).

	The world is not its own source.

	The interior psychological environment is as real as the exterior physical one.

	Vast cooperative processes, not competitive ones, gave rise to physical life and connect each species with every other.

	All energy contains consciousness.

	Consciousness is not limited or bound by time or space and is not imprisoned by matter but forms it.

	Human and nonhuman animals possess a rich, vital dimension of inside psychological depth.

	There exists an inner transpersonal Self of extraordinary creativity, organization, and meaning that forms the personality’s larger identity, orders the intricate involuntary systems of the body, and makes available superior inner knowledge in dreams and states of creative inspiration, which can be directly known and appealed to through a broad range of focuses of consciousness.




The assumptive beliefs of orthodox, Western psychology and the paternalistic-materialistictechnocratic-industrial-capitalistic worldview of Western civilization from which it derives reflect a particular cultural outlook that originated at a particular time in history in a particular portion of the world (Tarnas, 1991, pp. 325–413). We see the physical, psychological, and moral consequences of those beliefs and of that worldview in real time today. The Wisdom Creed and the transpersonal vision of human possibilities invites us to change our image of reality and of human beings, as human, as a way of initiating a “global mind change” (Harman, 1998).





Practical Experiment: Envisioning a Transpersonal World


We each have the power to create a transpersonal world by putting our ideals into action and embodying a form of spirituality in our daily life that is socially engaged (Coder, DeYoung, & Friedman, 2014). What does this involve? It means that you trust your impulses and explore their meanings, practice your idealism in daily life, and insist that each action you take is worthy of your ideals. As you do this, there is a greater likelihood that a sense of meaning and purpose, power and creative excitement will characterize your own life. As a form of “subtle activism,” effects will automatically be reflected in the humanized social, cultural, economic, and political structures that would follow (Nicol, 2015). This is the transpersonal vision.

It is an interesting thought experiment to speculate what kind of world we would have if the Wisdom Creed embodied in the various spiritual (transpersonal) psychologies of the world were to become basic operating principles in the human cultural world (Tart, 1992b [1975]). If you had the power to create an ideal world or model city that embodied your ideals, what kind of world or city would you create (Watkins, 1980–1981, Vol. 1, pp. 227–230)? What you are being asked to do is not to believe that your dream world is real or to believe as if it were real, but to imaginatively believe what if it were real? Can you envision a world that is healed and whole? What resistance do you encounter when trying to do so?

If your ideal humane world involves being kind to one another, then it is important that the citizens of your world are tolerant of opposing viewpoints. If your ideal humane world involves recognizing humanity’s basic good intent, then acknowledging one’s own basic good intent becomes important. If it involves improving the quality of human life, then destroying the quality of other kinds of life would not be permitted.

An attitude of playful exploration and enjoyable adventure will produce best results. There is no “correct” way of doing this experiment. The only standards are your own feelings. Pretend for the moment that you are forming something Real at the level of imaginal Reality to which you and other travelers can return time and time again. All it requires is that you focus your desire and expectation, imagination and will to a concentrated degree. If you are successful, those faculties become transformed, enhanced, and empowered to create real being—the creative power of an empowered Imagination that the ancient Greeks called enthymesis (Hollenback, 1996, pp. 135–179; 276–300). The important thing is the vision. To paraphrase William James (1909): A person’s vision is the great fact about him or her; where there is no vision, the people perish.






Conclusion


Transpersonal Psychology’s vision of human possibility—the transpersonal vision—holds the promise of bringing about a truly inclusive and interdisciplinary Psychology for the 21st century and a human cultural world better aligned with humanity’s ideals and basic good intent (Walsh & Vaughan, 1993d). The transpersonal vision implies a self-knowledge that naturally leads to the practical action of a socially engaged spirituality that consciously confronts the global crises and cultures of violence of our times (Coder, DeYoung, & Friedman, 2014). The transpersonal vision implies an emotional understanding that the path to survival lies in (a) less consumerism and more simplicity in one’s lifestyle, (b) greater respect for human diversity and reverence for individual life, and (c) a transformative change in habits of perception and behavior that better harmonize with nature in an ecological manner (Elgin, 1993). According to transpersonal pioneer Roger Walsh (1993),



Our task, then, is to realize the transpersonal vision for ourselves through practicing a transpersonal discipline; to test and refine this vision through study, reflection and critical thinking; to embody and express it in our lives; to share and communicate it where we can; to use it to help the healing of our world; and to let it use us as willing servants for the awakening and welfare of all. This is the transpersonal vision.… Our challenges are matched only by our opportunities. Our world is in grave danger. But the world also rests in good hands, because, ultimately, it rests in yours.

(p. 136)




This is the Great Work. It is a vision that challenges each individual to act creatively and responsibly in their private experience and in their relationships with others. It is a challenge more than worth the effort and thus…



What we call the beginning is often the end

And to make an end is to make a beginning.

The end is where we start from….

With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling

We shall not cease from exploration,

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

(T. S. Eliot (1971 [1943]), The Four Quartets, “Little Gidding,” Part V)




If someone now asked you, “What is Transpersonal Psychology?” how would you respond?
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	unconscious: cognitive 135; collective 74; cultural 136; language of 123; making conscious, in global crisis 272–273; psychodynamic 136; realms of human 62–63; transpersonal realms of 142

	unhealthy personality traits, Abhidhamma 218–219; agitation 219; avarice 219, 220; aversion 219, 220; contraction 219; delusion 218, 219; egoism 218; envy 219, 220; false view 218; greed 219, 220; perplexity 218; remorselessness 218, 220; shamelessness 218, 220; stupor 219; worry 219

	universalist perspectives of psychological disorders 229–230

	Universal Responsibility and Reverence for Life, ethics of 278–279




	validity: ecological, in traditional science 101; in research methods 96; in testing and assessment 106

	Vaughan, Frances, pioneer and author 18, 26, 28, 37–38, 44, 47, 71, 78, 81–82, 90, 103, 113, 149, 195, 208–210, 212–216, 225, 246, 265–267, 269–270, 280

	Vaughan’s “Inward Arc” transpersonal theory of personality development 212–217; bodily and emotional self in 212–213; egoic self-consciousness in 214; existential identity in 213; transpersonal awareness in 214; transpersonal self in, approaching 215–217

	V-code (V62.89), “Religious or Spiritual Problem” 227–228

	Vich, Miles, pioneer and editor 44, 81–82

	violence, culture of 267; acknowledging the sacredness of the individual and 271; connection between animal abuse and societal violence 268

	visionary spiritual experiences, Lukoff’s diagnostic model 240

	voluntary simplicity, lifestyle of 279




	waking and dreaming consciousness, connections and continuity in 147–149

	waking (ordinary) state of consciousness 132–135; contrasting views of (West and East) 133; feeling alert and wide awake (practical experiment) 132; mapping states of 69–71; ultradian rhythms and 134; variability of 133–134

	Walsh, Roger, pioneer and author 16, 28, 71, 77–78, 81, 90, 103, 141, 143, 149, 195, 208–210, 225, 265–267, 280, 282

	Washburn, Michael 54, 58–59, 71, 80; comparing Wilber’s structural-hierarchical perspective and spiral-dynamic perspective of 59–60

	Western Creed 4, 48–51, 280

	White, Rhea, parapsychologist 29–31, 235

	wholistic science, compared with conventional separateness science, assumptions of 97

	Wilber, Ken, pioneer and theoretician 48, 54, 55–58, 77, 81, 99, 195–196, 239, 277

	will-to-meaning, impulses toward self-transcendent states and 177–178

	will-to-transcendence, transpersonal motivation and 177

	Wisdom Creed 280

	women’s spirituality 55, 65–67; see also feminist perspective

	working outline of the transpersonal field 26–28

	writing as transcendent act 129–130; a scientific autobiography 31–32




	your life, your masterpiece (practical experiment) 201–202

	youth, wisdom of 198
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